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ABSTRACT
Colombia continues to report the highest number of internally displaced people (IDPs)
with over eight million registered in 2021 (UNHCR, 2021). The majority of the internally
displaced people are campesinos, AfroColombians, and members of Indigenous communities.
Historically, people in these demographic groups have been excluded from political participation
and wealth accumulation, and their identities are minoritized (Bello, 2003). Urban schools have
become contact zones (Pratt, 1991) for internally displaced families and various economic,
social, and political discourses attempt to explore and explain their experiences. However, the
voices of the families themselves are not often found within this body of scholarship.
The purpose of this single-unit case study was to explore the experiences of internally
displaced families, whose children attend an urban public school in the city of Cali, Colombia,
by gathering and exploring their Cuentos (stories). This research methodology allowed for
multiple units of analysis including individuals, families, and the school as a whole. It also
included multiple sources of evidence such as documents, archival records, interviews,
observations, artifacts, and the interactive storytelling instrument: Tú y Yo: Cuento Interactivo.
The Cuento is a tool rooted in decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 2012) and informed by
interactive visual methodologies (Fontaine & Luttrell, 2015). Different from other studies of
internally displaced people in Colombia, this case study was designed to center the stories of the
participants as a source of knowledge and strength, and to interrupt the deficit narratives
common among research on the impact of migration and forced displacement.
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The data collection and analysis for this case study was framed by Sen’s (2001)
Capability Approach. The findings of this case study are organized under two main themes that
explore the role of the school as a community hub, as well as the role of the school as a second
home. The discussion of the school as a community hub explores themes related to opportunity,
adversity, and relationships. The discussion of the school as a second home explores themes
related to migration and cuentos. Findings from this case study may be used to inform the work
of Colombian educators who wish to strengthen school-family relationships in urban settings that
have become host communities for internally displaced families.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
El Regreso
by
Efraín Orozco (circa 1925)
De regreso a mi tierra volví a mis lares,
cabalgando al lomo de mis lejanos recuerdos
y al volver, otra vez,
en mi mente quedó grabado,
en mi mente quedó grabado,
el paisaje azul de la edad primera.
Qué lindo es volver
Al hogar nativo
y poder recordar con los viejos amigos
la dulce infancia.
La pelota de trapo, el barquito de papel,
la encumbrada cometa pide y pide carretel
He vuelto a escuchar
la voz del riachuelo
la mirla que canta en la copa florida del arrayán
Y en la torre del pueblo
Mil campanitas
que cruzaron el cielo
con las notas de mi cantar 1
Efrain Orozco’s song, El Regreso, evokes the longing we Colombians have to return to
our land. Regardless if we moved to the city or abroad, this song speaks to a feeling that is
visceral and defies descriptions. This is the song that brings my Dad back to his childhood to his
grandmother’s home in Rionegro, in the Antioquia Department (region) of Colombia. It is the
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Returning to my land I went back home / riding on top my long faraway memories / and upon returning, once
again, / it was seared in my mind, / it was seared on my mind, / the blue landscape of my early years. / How lovely is
to return / To our homeland / and to be able to remember with old friends / the sweet childhood. /The cloth ball, the
paper boat, / the high kite that asks and asks for more line/ I have heard again /the voice of the creek / the
mockingbird singing in the top of the tree / And on top of the city tower / A thousand bells / that crossed the sky /
with the rhythm of my singing
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same song that brings my Mom back to her childhood in Buga, in the Valle Department. As a
Colombian who lives abroad now, every time I hear this song, it brings me back home. It speaks
to the need to be connected to one’s roots, memories, stories, and experiences. This song speaks
our truth, where home is connected to our land. Just hearing the song, one is able to be
transported to a warm evening where family and friends are listening to this song being
performed by a trio with the guitars while everyone joins them because we all know the lyrics
and we all share the feeling…la voz del riachuelo (the voice of the creek), la mirla que canta en
la copa del arrayán (the mockingbird singing in the top of the tree). Efraín Orozco, the
composer, was born in Cajibío, in the Cauca Department of Colombia, in 1898 (Gómez, 1998),
yet his song is timeless. It speaks to me now as it did to my parents and grandparents. It always
will. Said (1992) eloquently speaks of this nostalgic feeling when he describes exile as “the
unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the self and its true
home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted” (p. 357)
This song represents our connection to our land, to our collective memory. It transcends
time and space. En nuestras entrañas. It is in us. Inside of our own being. The Misak, the
Indigenous people of Cauca, and their cosmology offers saberes, ancestral wisdom to guide us
where life is not a linear process. The Misak’s ancestral knowledge opens a door into
understanding how these universes exist simultaneously. This ancestral knowledge reconciles the
coexistence of different dimensions: land, identity, community, and knowledges (Tombé, 2011).
Mignolo (2018) borrows from the Zapatistas’ cosmology and gives this a name, the pluriverse,
which allows multiple worlds and ways of knowing to coexist. The returning to my land, to
Colombia, is at the root of this research project. The end is also the beginning. This research
project brings me home. To Cali. I am going back to where I began. My city, my community, my
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land…While this song brings forward feelings of longing and yearning for our return to our land,
returning to our land is not a possibility for many Colombians living in a perpetual state of
displacement inside and outside our borders. As a Colombiana I understand that displacement is
woven into the fabric of our national identity. I also understand that not all displacements are the
same. The invasiones (unincorporated settlements) that surround Colombian cities are a living
testimonial to the ongoing existence of displacement, with Colombians at both ends of the
socioeconomic spectrum living in close proximity to one another. Without even thinking about
it, we Colombians move back and forth between the center and the periphery of social, cultural,
economic, and civic hierarchies as we travel through and across neighborhoods. We move in
between the extremes and through the in-betweens. Displacement becomes one of those inbetween spaces. As young girl I could not name this tension, but I felt it. Now I must negotiate
my own role in and experience of that tension, as well as the tension created by my role as a
transnational scholar conducting research from the United States, but with the heart and soul of a
Colombiana.With this dissertation, it is my hope to center the voices of those who cannot return
to their land. It is my intention to provide a platform for other voices that feel this song in our
bodies and long to tell their stories, to tell us their cuentos criollos.
Statement of the Problem
The reality and the statistics meet in every corner of Cali as the displaced families
are a familiar sight. At stoplights, there are vendors offering the Colombian soccer team
jersey, children asking to wash car windows and mothers with young children requesting
a donation so they can have a meal. It is in these corners where The Other Colombians
live, survive, and become in/visible. The United Nations keeps track of these trends and
sadly, Colombia takes first place in these sobering statistics. According to the United
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Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2021), Colombia continues to report the
highest number of internally displaced people, with over eight million at the end of 2020
(p. 24). Labels like the newcomer, the foreigner, and the migrant are typically used to
describe families like mine. We are labeled The Other - those of us who have moved
multiple times, regardless if the migration was a voluntary decision or not. We are called
The Other because of our accent, our skin color, and our traditions. This othering
permeates all aspects of society and is not exclusive to migration across borders. In my
country, Colombia, the internally displaced persons (IDP) are also considered The Other
within our own borders.
Governmental institutions and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) track data
signaling the increase of families forcibly displaced due to the ongoing decades-long armed
conflict and natural disasters. According to United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (2020), marginalized populations disproportionality constitute the majority
of the Colombian IDP, including Afro-Colombians (Colombians of African descent), Indigenous
and gitano/Rom groups. At the time of this writing, the International Displacement Monitoring
Centre (2021), reports a 106,000 in new displacements for the year 2020. These social
expulsions (Sassen, 2014) are common in the Global South, placing the families already in
vulnerable situations in more dire conditions. As Sassen (2014) describes the dynamics of this
phenomenon noting that, “together, these global dynamics of extreme poverty, mass
displacement, environmental disasters, and armed conflicts have created heretofore unseen levels
of social expulsion, especially in the Global South but now also beginning in the Global North,
albeit through different events” (p. 63). When displaced families leave the rural areas, el campo,
and arrive to the city center, la ciudad, their geographic location changes; however, the dynamics
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and trauma of displacement go with them. Colombian scholar García Sánchez (2008) points out
how el barrio (the neighborhood) becomes the intersection between el campo y la ciudad (the
countryside and the city). Highlighting the insidious reproduction of the cycle of violence,
García Sánchez (2008) underlines the importance of creating a strong partnership between
families, schools, and el barrio focusing on the fact that all forms of violence are interconnected
and reproduced in other spaces. The displaced families enter liminal spaces belonging to neither
el campo nor la ciudad.
The concept of liminality is a common denominator for IDPs as well as for Colombians
in general. Thomassen (2014) argues that “liminality is a universal concept: cultures and human
lives cannot exist without moments of transition, and those brief and important spaces where we
live through the in-between” (p. 4). Wynter (1992) expands this concept to include the racialized
other who occupy a liminal space of alterity. Ladson-Billings and Donnor (2005) agree with
Wynter (1992) by asserting this liminality of place of alterity is not a dualistic position but
instead opens the door to decentralize the dominant view and provide another dimension from
the margins. In this liminality, The Other must recalibrate constantly, adjusting and adapting to
new circumstances. It starts with the very definition of the displaced. The displaced families in
Colombia and abroad are caught in the middle of technicalities and bureaucracies that limit their
integration and inclusion into their new settings.
The category of displacement is defined differently by different agencies. Starting with
the definition of IDP according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2021),
an internally displaced person is an individual forcibly displaced within national borders due to
persecution, conflict, violence, or human rights violation. The United Nations Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (2019) expands this concept to include persons in need
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(PIN), which adds other dimensions tied to displacement. In addition to forced displacement,
persons in need are also affected by natural disasters, rural and urban populations with restrictive
movement (for safety reasons), victims of sexual violence, children (10-17 year-olds) forcibly
recruited by illegal armed forces, natural disasters, victims of landmines and/or living in rural
areas with documented landmines, and attacks on the civilian population. The technical nature of
terms and bureaucracy often misses the stories behind each data point.
Conducting an investigation about internal displacement in Colombia needs to take into
account the sociopolitical context tied to the signing of the 2016 Peace Accord after more than
five decades of internal conflict rooted in different historical processes. These processes involve
multiple conflicts and actors such as conservatives versus liberals in the 1950s, armed guerrillas
in the 1960s, paramilitary forces in the late 1970s resulting in an institutional void that allowed
for narcotrafficking, and criminal activity that took hold in the 1980s and 1990s and onwards
(Melo, 2017). Multiple governments and several attempts to end the conflict resulted in the
signing of the 2016 Peace Accord between the former Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos
and the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia- Colombian Armed
Revolutionary Forces) (Alto Comisonado para la Paz, 2019). This process entailed the creation
of three government institutions: two for restorative justice, the Centro de Memoria Histórica
(Center for Historical Memory) and the Comisión de Verdad (Truth Commission), and one for
transitional justice, the Jurisdicción Especial de Paz (Special Jurisdiction for Peace), known as
JEP for its Spanish acronym. At the time of this writing, the processes led by these three
institutions continue to operate simultaneously with a controversial implementation challenging
the post-conflict reconciliation narrative (Tiusabá & López, 2018; Viana, 2019).
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Background and Need
Colombian displaced families are studied, dissected, and analyzed from different
academic disciplines, including but not limited to foreign policy and migration studies (Ferris &
Donato, 2020; Hyndman, 2000; Lyndley, 2014), economic development (Bonilla 2010;
Saavedra, 2012), and psychology and sociology (Arias & Ruiz, 2002; Bello, 2003; Lasso, 2013;
Padilla & Sarmiento, 2007). In other words, internally displaced persons in Colombia are studied
as if they were a problem to be solved. Colombian internally displaced people are studied as a
phenomenon but their voices and are not prioritized in the literature. Instead, their wisdom,
experience and knowledge are overlooked. The following section will provide an overview of the
existing literature on displaced people in Colombia and around the world. It will also provide a
rationale for including the knowledge and wisdom of internally displaced persons in academia.
Academic and foreign policy debates examine the way to best handle the displacement
phenomenon. These ongoing debates highlight the challenges not just at the policy level but the
lack of consensus to even name the displacement phenomenon. Hyndman (2000) illustrates how
the international narrative on managing the issue of displacement as the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees becomes politicized and calls attention to the ongoing debate “of
whether IDPs should be included or excluded from an operational refugee…” (p. 5). Hyndman
and Giles (2019) argue against labels such as “Protracted Refugee Situation” (PRS) and prefer
replacing it with “protracted displacement,” which not only acknowledges the permanence of the
situation but also humanizes the people in this condition. Scholars Ferris and Donato (2020)
highlight how hard it is for IDPs to qualify for the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees’ three durable solutions of voluntary repatriation, local integration, and/or resettlement,
which are no longer viable for IDPs when their situation becomes permanent. While Ferris and
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Donato’s (2020) scholarly work contributes directly to the policy making aspect of the migration,
Hyndman (200) calls attention to the danger of the migration rhetoric which becomes politicized
whether the reason for displacement was economic, due to violence, or because of another factor.
Hyndman’s (2020) warning is expanded to the field of economics and development where
displaced persons’ economic hardships and challenges are quantified and documented
extensively.
The relationship between migration, economics, and development in the Global South
has been well-documented in the academic literature from the macro to the micro level. Betts and
Collier (2017) are aligned with the international development agencies providing aid to the
Global South as they address the very real need for economic viability in post-conflict recovery.
These scholars touch on the urgency for people’s livelihoods to achieve a sense of recovery,
which becomes a pressing issue when looking at the United Nations reporting by country as
measured by the sustainable development goals (SDGs) (Bertelsmann Stiftung & Sustainable
Solutions Network 2018). Moving from the macro to the micro level, the economic realities of a
post-conflict society are unique to the displaced persons where this situation is exacerbated if
returning home is not an option. Studying the Colombian Pacific region, Asher (2009) finds that
death and displacement are not the only kinds of violence suffered in the region. Communities
who are able to return to their veredas (small rural towns) and rivers find their livelihoods
obliterated or severely threatened because of the direct and indirect destruction of forests, natural
ecosystems, and cultivated crops. (p. 165). The IDP’s economic hardships due the inability to
return home are also explored in the intersection between education, social mobility and
development.
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In Colombia, education and its institutions are researched in order to seek answers related
to issues of academic performance, attainment, and social mobility attached to development
goals that inform policy and funding sources. Exploring education from a focus on development,
economist Saavedra (2012) suggests that despite an overall increase in government expenditure
in education, attainment at the secondary and tertiary levels actually declined in the second half
of the 20th twentieth century. Adding another dimension within the field of economics, Bonilla
(2010) investigates the relationship between social mobility with regards to the educational level
of the parents and its intersectionality with internal migration and gender. Exploring internal
migration, Bonilla’s analysis suggests that in some regions of Colombia, non-migrants have
higher levels of educational mobility as compared to migrants. Bonilla (2010) theorizes that this
gap may be because parents of non-migrants already had lower levels of education to begin with.
The education attainment along with social mobility are just a few of the multiple variables that
are dissected and explored in the lives of internally displaced persons. The causes of
displacement along with the consequences are also explored in academia connecting the current
geopolitical situation to vulnerable groups in the rural and urban areas.
In the shadow of the ongoing peacebuilding process the ongoing internal displacement
continues to affect the Colombian groups who have been segregated to the margins. This
displacement not only affects Afro-Colombians, but also Indigenous groups albeit in different
forms. The forced displacement of Colombian Indigenous communities from the Departamento
del Cauca (Osorio et al., 2018) explains how the violence in the southwest of Colombia is tied to
the geopolitical situation of conflict between different armed actors with ties to the region’s drug
trafficking; this results in vulnerabilidad territorial (territorial vulnerability) that directly affects
the Indigenous communities of the region by forcing internal displacement for this vulnerable
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population (p. 57). The internal displacement permeates all the geography of Colombia, from
the countryside to the urban centers where new social spaces are created.
As the internally displaced migrate to urban centers escaping violence, these urban
settings then become the host of places of expulsions that provide shelter for a population in
permanent crisis as described by Sassen (2014). This process turns neighborhoods, schools,
places of worship, and community centers into contact zones (Pratt, 1991) where Colombian
social groups converge. Pratt (1991) defines contact zones as “social spaces where cultures meet,
clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power,
such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world
today” (p. 34). These contact zones are explored in detailed by scholars that connect family
structures to the ongoing armed conflict within Colombian borders.
Beyond migration, education, economics and sociology scholars, psychologists have also
explored internal displacement from different perspectives. Arias and Ruiz (2000) have explored
internal migration by looking at the intersection between the family and the Colombian armed
conflict. In the context of the process of Colombian peacebuilding, Paéz-Martínez (2015) studies
the rural family and its intersection with peace dialogue. Paéz-Martínez (2015) findings led her
to conceive of the Colombian family as a fluid institution that continually adapts itself to
changing contexts shaped by the armed conflict. Further exploring family interactions,
Rodríguez-Triana’s (2018) study in the city of Manizales, reveals the forms of learning that take
place inside the family context. Rodríguez-Triana (2018) concludes that the formal schooling
process must consider the intergenerational learning that takes place inside the family setting. In
other words, Rodríguez-Triana’s (2018) research highlights the importance of locality and
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context regarding education—whether formal, non-formal, or informal—and society at large
with direct implications for the internally displaced families.
Circling back to economic development and foreign aid, Escobar (1995) warns of the
danger of re-creating the notion of the Third World. This argument creates a sense of urgency in
including local context and circumstances need to be a part of the discussion when solving issues
such as internal displacement. Bhabha (1994) shines a light on how to proceed by stating that:
… what is theoretically innovative, and politically crucial, is the need to think beyond
narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those moments or
processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences. These “in between”
spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood - singular or communal that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation,
in the act of defining the society itself. (Bhabha, 1994, p. 2)
In her call to action to let The Other speak, Spivak (1988) opens the door for scholars to
challenge the coloniality of knowledge and center our research around the voices of The Other.
Inside of Colombia, the ‘other’ is also called “criollo.” Criollo (Larousse, 2009), a noun or an
adjective, has multiple meanings in the Spanish language depending on where it is spoken. It
allows diverse interpretations, including but not limited to “homegrown” in Latin America,
“local,” and “not foreign.” The term can apply to people, animals, plants, food, music, mestizaje,
country of origin, and dichos (proverbs) among others. While the term sometimes is used
pejoratively and with a deficit frame, I use the term in this dissertation to localize and honor the
stories of displaced families through their stories, their cuentos criollos.
In summary, the phenomenon of Colombian displaced families has been explored
extensively from different academic disciplines, focusing on migration, economic social
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mobility, violence reduction, as well as domestic and foreign policy. The internally displaced
persons economic circumstances have been documented (Asher, 2009; Betts & Collier, 2017;
Bonilla, 2010, Saavedra, 2012) under the umbrella of foreign aid and international agencies
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2020; United Nations Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 2020). The IDP’s family situations have been explored,
dissected and analyzed arriving to conclusive conclusions that detail their precarious and dire
circumstances (Arias & Ruiz, 2000, García-Sánchez, 2008; Paéz-Martínez, 2015). While it is
important to have a balcony view (desde la barrera) offered by these disciplines it also important
to understand the experiences of the IDPs of people on the ground who are at the center of their
own experiences. As I finish writing these lines, we are entering the third year of the COVID-19
pandemic. We cannot even begin to grasp the effects of the global pandemic on internally
displaced families at a local and international level. Reports are already warning of the
challenges due to the pandemic for children, especially those in vulnerable situations (FAO et al,
2020). In my hope to humanize research, I am reminded of the importance of being critical when
reading non-governmental organization reports and never forgetting that behind each data point
is a father, a mother, and a child who is seeking a safe place to live with dignity.
Purpose of the Study
Since 1963, the public urban school named Escuela María Perlaza (EMP) has served over
2,100 students who live in the Barrio Nacional, Comuna 3 of the city of Cali, Colombia. At the
time of this writing, close to 200 students were enrolled in this school from preschool until fifth
grade. These students and their families represent a cross-section of the Colombian population,
including marginalized groups that encompass Afro-Colombians, Indigenous groups,
campesinos, Venezolanos, returned migrants (Venezuelan children of Colombian parents who
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have returned to Colombia). Inside of these categories is the common denominator of the
forcibly displaced, los desplazados, who are part of a larger group seeking a better future in the
city of Cali (Perlaza, 2020). The purpose of this case study is to explore the experiences of
internally displaced families in Colombia whose children attend Escuela María Perlaza. Through
in-depth interviews observations, document and artifact analysis, I studied how the families’
migration journey impacts their experience at the school for both children and their
caregivers/guardians (whether their parents, relatives, or others). Having a better understanding
of how internally displaced families have experienced their internal migration will help fill a gap
in existing research. I intend to use my findings to inform Colombian educators in designing a
new approach to school-family relationships in this urban setting.
Research Questions
The four questions for this study supported by a central aim, are defined below. The
research aim is to examine how Colombian internally displaced families perceive family/school
relationships in an urban setting and to explore how their migration journey to the city of Cali
has shaped their lived experiences.
1. What are the strategies used by an urban public PK-5th grade school to connect and
reach out to the vulnerable families of the school?
2. What experiences do internally displaced families have in an urban PK-5th grade
school?
3. How do the internally displaced families share their migration stories (Cuentos
Criollos)?
4. How can these Cuentos Criollos (stories) inform our understanding of schoolcommunity relationships?
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Theoretical Framework: Capability Approach
Colombia’s domestic policy is tied to the international metrics governed by global
institutions, such as the United Nations, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.
Given this context, in order to study the voices on the ground of the internally displaced families,
this research is framed by Sen’s (2001) Capability Approach. The essence of the Capability
Approach can be summarized as what people are able to be and do (Ramos, 2017). Many
scholars of different disciplines from developing countries are drawn to Sen’s Capability
Approach because it “offers a broad normative framework conceptualize and evaluate individual
well-being and social arrangements in any particular context or society” (Walker & Unterhalter,
2007, p. 3). In other words, it uses an economic lens, framed as freedoms, in different contexts
exposing the inequalities hidden behind the statistics and indicators. By exploring the
experiences of Colombian internally displaced families through the Capability Approach, where
development is defined as freedom, this project utilized the economic model to unveil the
systemic issues that prevent that freedom from happening. This theoretical framework offers a
lens that resists neoliberal policies and at the same time is congruent with the data being
collected by the Colombian government. In other words, this theoretical framework provides an
analytical tool that speaks to the aggregate data and simultaneously can expose the deficiencies.
The Capability Approach has the capacity to expose the “unfreedoms" as Sen (2001) calls them.
Sen’s Capability Approach

In the Capability Approach, Sen (2001) humanizes economic metrics by framing
development as freedom. He does this by pointing out that development requires the removal of
unfreedoms such as poverty, tyranny, and social depravation (p. 3). He outlines five major forms
of freedom: (a) political freedoms; (b) economic facilities; (c) social opportunities, (d)
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transparency guarantees; (e) protective security (p. 38). The political freedoms can be understood
in terms of civil rights. Economic facilities freedom is defined as the opportunities that
individuals respectively enjoy to utilize economic resources for the purpose of consumption, or
production, or exchange (p. 39). Social opportunities freedom includes the contracts made inside
societies in regard to education and health care. Sen points out that “illiteracy can be major
barrier to participation in economic activities… and political participation” (p. 39). Transparency
freedom speaks to the trust in each other and institutions counteracting for corruption and
financial negligence. Lastly, protective security freedom is envisioned as a society’s safety
network. Sen calls this concept of five freedoms, “instrumental freedoms,” and highlights that
they are interconnected. In other words, if a child is starving, s/he cannot benefit from
educational opportunities.
In relation to instrumental freedoms, Sen’s Capability Approach includes two main
concepts: functionings and capabilities, and agency. Functionings represent achieved beings and
doings such as feeding, reading, travelling, being able to plan personal goals (Ramos, 2017;
Sen1995). Capabilities are related to people’s possibilities, that is, the combination of the
functionings people can achieve (Ramos, 2017, Sen 1995). “Functionings are achieved
outcomes…the difference between a capability and functioning is one between an opportunity to
achieve and the actual achievement, between potential and outcome” (Walker & Unterhalter,
2007, p. 4). Regarding agency, Sen (2001) defines an “agent…as someone who acts and brings
about change, and whose achievements can be judged in terms of her own values and objectives,
whether or not we assess them in terms of an external criteria as well” (Sen, 2001, p. 19). Walker
and Unterhalter (2007) offer a deeper look at Sen’s agency definition by stating “that each
person is a dignified and responsible human being who shapes his or her own life in the light of
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goals that matter, rather than simply being shaped or instructed how to think” (p. 5). The
interconnection of functionings and capabilities with freedoms and agency has been explored and
expanded on extensively by multiple scholars of different disciplines ranging from economics,
philosophy, and education. The scope of this dissertation focuses only on the field of education,
and educational scholars’ exploration of the Capability Approach. The remainder of this section
is not by any means exhaustive but instead presents an outline of the theoretical expansions
proposed for the Capability Approach within the field of education.
Nusbaum’s Capability Approach
Philosopher Martha Nusbaum (2011), at first working with Sen, and then independently,
expands the Capability Approach. While Sen is intentionally broad and vague, Nusbaum is
concrete and specific. Nusbaum’s approach is framed as a theory of social justice which is
evident in the following statement: “the Capabilities Approach is the counter-theory we need, in
an era of urgent human problems and unjustifiable human inequalities” (p. xii); Nusbaum adds to
the discussion the dimensions of human dignity, the threshold and political liberalism (p. 19).
Nusbaum agrees with Sen’s concept of “taking each person as an end, asking not just about total
or average but about the opportunities available to each person” (p. 18). Nusbaum’s approach
focuses on the protection of freedoms in terms of human dignity. Nusbaum argues that these
freedoms are inherent to all human beings. Nusbaum frames the definition of Sen’s freedoms as
a bare minimum threshold that must be met. In other words, Nusbaum believes that at least a set
of freedoms must be available to all humans, where there is actually a concrete level to be
achieve. Nusbaum adheres to the theory that there must be not a ceiling but a floor for people’s
freedoms.
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However, Nusbaum (2011) diverges from Sen in the conceptualization of the groups of
capabilities. Nusbaum outlines three groups of capabilities, basic, internal, and combined. Basic
capabilities are defined as innate abilities and faculties of a person that make later development
and training possible (p. 24). Internal capabilities refer to states of a person, which are fluid and
dynamic. Education and training here are considered internal capabilities (p. 21). Combined
capabilities are internal capabilities with external circumstances (Robeyns, 2005, p. 104).
Establishing a minimal threshold, Nusbaum’s (2011) list of ten basic capabilities includes: (a)
life; (b) bodily health; (c) bodily integrity; (d) senses, imagination and thought; (e) emotions; (f)
practical reason; (g) affiliation; (h) other species; (i) play; (j) control over one’s environment (p.
33). Nusbaum’s list is controversial to some scholars, including Sen, who labels the list as
canonical (Robeyns, 2005). Another criticism of Nusbaum’s ten basic capabilities comes from
the question of how Nusbaum created the list; some scholars question if it involved a
participatory process or public debate or if it was created solely by Nusbaum (Walker &
Unterhalter, 2007, p. 13). Regardless of the controversy, Nusbaum’s work has been utilized
across the globe. For example, by scholar Marcela Ramos who explored parent engagement for
middle class Chilean parents (Ramos, 2017) and stated: “The advantage of capability perspective
lies in how it tries to look behind and beyond what people achieve so as to illuminate the
opportunities have to function” (p. 928). The interpretations and explorations are multiple, as are
their application to the field of educational research.
In summary, Sen offers the possibility of social transformation under the Capability
Approach since it can be conceived as a “broad normative framework for the evaluation and
assessment of individual well-being and societal arrangements, the design of policies, and
proposals about social change in society” (Robeyns, 2006, p. 78). Educational scholars Walker
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and Unterhalter (2007) argue that the Capability Approach “offers a method to evaluate real
educational advantage, and equally to identify disadvantage, marginalization, and exclusion” (p.
5). This framework is accessible, applicable, and malleable for different situations, particularly
when examining the intersections of education, displacement, development, and conflict in a
national context such as Colombia. It is for these reasons that I have chosen the Capability
Approach to guide the research questions while building upon other scholars who have used this
theoretical framework to better understand educational realities in diverse locations.
This dissertation is located at the intersection of development theory with a decolonial
purpose. This investigation can be considered as a liminal space as well. It is in this “in between”
where the researcher builds on the theories and knowledges of foundational scholars in
decoloniality, education and displacement and examining the internally displaced families in
Colombia utilizing Sen’s Capability Approach (Sen, 2001). This paper reconciles the traditional
qualitative research methods of a single-case study with a decolonizing methodology (Smith,
2012) that allows new possibilities of stories, cuentos, to be told and dreamt. Utilizing Sen’s
(2001) Capability Approach allows this paper to straddle two worlds that are often in
contradiction. The Capability Approach framework includes the economic freedom as one of its
dimensions, but it goes beyond the reductionist to include other dimensions such a freedom of
speech and access to health care and education. This holistic approach opens the door for the
analysis to include international metrics of development tied to the Colombian development and
at the same time explore structured inequalities.
Delimitations and Limitations
This study includes both limitations and delimitations. The researcher placed several
limitation on the study. For example, the study was limited to the families whose children attend
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the school at Escuela María Perlaza and by default, those in the Barrio Nacional in the city of
Cali, Colombia. Another limiting factor was related to language. The interviews were conducted
in Spanish and the final paper has been written in English, relying on the researcher’s own
translation of the transcripts. As is the case with all qualitative research, another limitation of this
study is the small sample size. Related to this, the school staff supported the researcher in the
distribution of information and in connecting the researcher with participants before the data
collection process. This method of convenience sampling, along with the small sample size
limits the confidence with which the the researcher can assume that the results of this study
reflect the larger population of all families at María Perlaza. In addition to the limitations under
the control of the researcher, there were several delimitations outside the researcher’s control.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the time frame of the study was determined by the availability
to meet virtually with the families living in Colombia. Another delimitation was the power
outages, and resulting limited internet connectivity, which delayed virtual meetings.
Educational Significance
In Colombia, there are many desplazados. Desplazados is a word used to describe
families who have left their homes in order to avoid armed conflict, generalized violence, and
human rights violations, but have remained in their home country and have not crossed an
international border. This study aims to center the voices of the desplazados whose children
attend an urban school in the city of Cali, Colombia. This study offers a uniquely collaborative
approach between the school, the participants and the researcher, and was envisioned as a
resistance and refusal statement to deficit-based narratives. This study aims to celebrate and
honor other ways of knowing and is conceived as place of hope, an invitation for healing, and a
space for social transformation. This research study has been conceived with a dual purpose in
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mind, as an academic research paper and to use the findings of the investigation for local actors
to inform policy. First as a research paper, it follows the rigor of the academy and its qualitative
research methods seeking to close a gap of knowledge that has left out the voices of the
internally displaced people in Colombia. Within this space it expands on the decolonizing
methodology by centering the research around the voices of those at the margins, in this case the
Colombian internally displaced families. The second purpose of this investigation is envisioned
as a living document that will be used by the school to provide the space for teachers, principal,
and school district to listen to the voices of the displaced families with the aim of informing the
local actors who can influence educational policy. The collaboration with school staff established
since the start of the project has been anchored in their desire to rely on the findings of this
academic research as evidence to inform their educational practices and for the school to
collaborate with the school district.
Definitions of Terms
•

Afro-Colombians: Colombian segment of the population of African descent. Another
term used is Afrodescendientes (Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística,
2005)

•

Campesinos: Members of the Colombian rural population who typically work in
agriculture.

•

Criollos: an adjective that depicts a celebration of local knowledges and traditions from
an asset-based perspective while refusing and resisting deficit connotations.

•

Desplazados: For this investigation, the United Nations Guiding Principles of Internal
Displacement will be used:
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o persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave
their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order
to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence,
violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not
crossed an internationally recognized state border. (United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees, 2021)
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The concept of desplazado (internally displaced person) is embedded at multiple levels of
Colombian society including the legal system, social and economic programs, and in the
language of everyday life. The othering and marginalization of the desplazados is transferred to
the school, where internally displaced children are also discriminated against with the labeling,
the age difference with peers who have not been displaced, and academic challenges (Arias &
Ruiz, 2002; Lasso, 2013). To unveil the genealogy of this socially constructed concept with its
deficit narrative roots, and potentially shifting this paradigm towards an asset-based perspective,
the following review of the literature is structured in three main themes.
The three main themes that will be explored in this literature review are: (a) decoloniality
and development; (b) conflict and displacement in Colombia and beyond; and (c) perspectives
from Colombian scholarship. Theme one provides an overview of decolonial studies as they
pertain to the Colombian context and the field of development. Theme two surveys the academic
literature on education in protracted conflict settings from the perspective of internal and return
migration and internally displaced people. Theme three, perspectives from Colombian
scholarship, explores the relationship among education, migration and forced displacement
focusing exclusively on scholarship from Colombia. These three themes are illustrated in the
concept map in Figure 1, which focuses on academic literature.
Decoloniality and Development
The naming, exploration, and refusal of The Other has been studied by postcolonial,
decolonial, and development scholars with each iteration expanding the investigation of the
social construction of alterity. This section starts with foundational postcolonial scholars (Fanon,
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Figure 1
Concept Map for Literature Review

Said (1978); Memmi (1957); Fanon (1961)

Spivak (1988); Bhabha (1994)

Escobar (1995)
Sen (2001)

Decoloniality &
Development

Smith (2012)

Santos (2014)

Cuentos Criollos

Roy (2016)

Styres (2019)

Galtung (1969)

Brock-Utne (2009)

Conflict &
Displacement in
Colombia and
Beyond

Jenkins & Reardon (2007)

Bajaj & Hantzopoulos (2016)

Zembylas (2016; 2017); Garnett Russell (2017)

Bello (2003); Arias & Ruiz (2002); Padilla & Sarmiento (2007)

Perspectives from
Colombian Scholarship

Garcia (2008); Bonilla (2010)

Lasso(2013); Paez-Martinez (2015)
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1961/2004; Memmi, 1957/1992; Said,1978/ 2004) who name the othering phenomenon. The
next part explores the decoloniality literature where academia adds the intersectionality of gender
(Spivak, 1988; Mohanty, 2011), culture (Bhabha, 1994)) and Indigenous knowledges (Smith,
2012). The last part centers the conversation around development scholars who connect the
sequels of colonialism with current othering phenomenon in the Third World context (Escobar,
1995; Mignolo, 2018; Quijano, 2008; Roy et al., 2016) making it relevant to the Colombian
internally displaced persons who are perceived as The Other within our own borders.
Othering
This section outlines the genealogy of postcolonial scholarship around the exploration of
the othering as a launching pad to connect the creation of the same phenomenon within
Colombian society. From Said’s (1978/1994) orientalism along with Fanon’s (1961/2004)
description of the colonized determinism, and Memmi’s (1957/1992) internalization of
oppression this section explains how Eurocentric views permeate cultures around the world.
Edward Said’s concept of “orientalism” as it creates The Other is useful for this study because of
the ways that displaced people have been othered in Colombian society. Said (1978/1994) argues
that “each age and society re-creates its ‘Others’” (p. 332). Focusing on the fluidity of this
concept, Said suggests that the creation of The Other “involves the construction of the opposites
and “others” whose actuality is always subject to the continuous interpretation and reinterpretation of their differences from ‘us’” (p. 332). Applying Said’s language and concepts to
Colombia and its history of Spanish colonization helps contextualize present realities for the
internally displaced as seen from the periphery.
The center and periphery have been a constant in Colombia since colonial times. Under
colonialism given Colombia’s unique geographic topography, the cities founded by the Spanish
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were self-sufficient, had very little contact with each other, and relied on a decentralized
government creating a center and a periphery (Melo, 2017). This gave birth to a strong
regionalism where new elites with ties to Spain were formed and where each region had its
unique proportion of Indigenous, African, Spanish, and diverse mestizaje (p.14). Melo expands
this claim explaining that even after independence, this colonial residue is marked by opposing
ideas and contradictions that have affected and continue to shape the country today. Some of the
regions were considered industrious, religious, and obedient to the centralized government, and
the others referred as rebellious, preferring dancing and sensuous pursuits (p. 14). As Said
(1978/1994) described, opposites were created, a new system of insiders versus The Other.
When exploring the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized, Fanon
(1961/2004) also connects religion with colonization. He states that the colonized person
“accepts the devastation decree by God, grovels in front of the colonist, bows to the hand of fate,
and mentally readjusts to acquire the serenity of stone” (p. 18). Memmi (1957/1992) also agrees
with the connection of religion and the colonized. Memmi argues that religion acts as a unifying
force where all classes of society can converge (p. 133). This internalization of colonial belief
systems expands beyond the social institutions and changes individuals as well.
The othering explored by Said, Memmi and Fanon remains relevant for the current global
situation and continues to be explored and examined under current situations across the world
from the theoretical (Powell & Menedian, 2016) to the praxis (White, 2018). Powell and
Menendian (2016) “define “othering” as a set of dynamics, processes, and structures that
engender marginality and persistent inequality across any of the full range of human differences
based on group identities.” (p. 17). In this context, the opposite of othering is inclusion and
belonging. In contrast, “belongingness entails an unwavering commitment not to simply
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tolerating and respecting difference but to ensuring that all people are welcome and feel that they
belong in the society” (p.32). White (2018) transforms this theory into praxis when studying the
power of play for children in a refugee camp. Exploring how to prevent the narrative of othering
between the refugee and host communities, White (2018) demonstrates how setting up playbased interventions can support the development and well-being of the children while at the
same time connecting the individuals to the communities. The play-based intervention
demonstrates how inclusion is possible bridging the theoretical with the practical allowing for
refugees in dire situations to close the gap between othering and belonging (Powell & Menedian,
2016; White, 2018). These inquiries open the door for academic scholarship to dive deeper into
the semantics of postcolonialism, decoloniality and development as it is described in the next
section.
Coloniality and Development

This section explores the academic inquiry to unpack the othering beyond
postcolonialism to introduce coloniality and its connection with development. This inquiry is
expertly studied by contemporary scholars that explore the field as interconnected disciplines
(McEwan, 2019), along with the intersectionality of gender (Spivak, 1988; Mohanty, 2011),
culture (Bhabha, 1994) and development (Escobar, 1995, Mignolo, 2018; Quijano, 2008, Roy et
al, 2016). To begin, McEwan (2019) untangles the complexities around the concept of
postcolonialism by proposing a definition that includes both temporal and critical
postcolonialism. Temporal postcolonialism is described as the time after colonialism. And
critical “postcolonialism as a condition [that] refers to the political, cultural and economic
realities of societies living with the legacies and in the aftermath of colonialism” (p. 29).
Arriving to coloniality, it is in this this argument where the connection between postcolonialism
with development is explored further (Bhabha, 1994; Escobar 1995; McEwan 2019; Quijano,
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2008; Spivak, 1988). Bhabha (1994) opens the possibility of fluidity when stating that “social
articulation of difference, from the minority perspective, is a complex, ongoing negotiation that
seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in moments of historical transformation” (p.
249). Examining the conflict in the Pacific coast of Colombia, Escobar and Pardo (2008) echo
Bhabha’s (1994) concept of cultural politics in an attempt to disrupt ingrained class,
socioeconomic, ethnic systems embedded in the society. Escobar and Pardo (2008) argue that
these systems could be reframed and unpacked as processes that reflect the internal conflicts
present between the dominant narrative and the marginalized population. These arguments of
marginalization exclude the gender dimension. The process of the correction of this wrong is
detailed next.
The expansion of the inquiry of decoloniality with the intersection of gender is anchored
in the work of Spivak (1988) and Mohanty (2011). Writing about postcolonial India, Spivak
(1988) argues that the subaltern is not only ostracized by the British colonizer but also by the
Indian elite in postcolonial India. Adding another dimension to this field is the concept of
gender, which is missing in the work of earlier scholars Spivak explains, “Between patriarchy
and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, the figure of the woman disappears,
not into a pristine nothingness, but into a violent shuttling which is the displaced figuration of the
“third-world woman” caught between tradition and modernization” (p.306). Spivak asks “can the
subaltern speak?” The answer is a resounding “no” (p. 308). Spivak (1988) concludes with her
famous phrase “White men saving brown women from brown men” (p. 297) which gives birth to
the Third World Woman (p. 306). Critiquing this concept of the Third World Woman, Mohanty
challenges Spivak’s narrow view and reflects on the hegemony of the scholarly perpetuation of
the Third World Woman. Mohanty (1991) further argues that “it is not the center that determines
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the periphery, but the periphery, in its boundness, creates the center” (p. 73). Periphery and
center are constant perspectives not only for gender and coloniality but also for the creation of
the development machinery which created another category known as the Third World.
Several scholars expanding critiques of the social construction of categories such as the
Third World and the global poor. Escobar (1995) maps out the way to unpack the “socio-cultural
and economic production of the Third world” (p. 11). He challenges the simplistic mathematical
formula that suggests that the problems of the Third World are income deficiency with its
resultant implication of an economic growth solution (p. 24). Roy et al. (2016) expand on
Escobar’s (1995) critique of the creation of the Third World and explore the problematic study of
poverty by institutions such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund. With a sense of
urgency, Roy et al, (2016) prescribe that the examination of othering is crucial to expose the
shortcomings of the development projects that perpetuate global poverty. Building on Escobar’s
work, Roy et al. (2016) further critique the creation of poverty solutions that perpetuate the same
inequalities while mainly benefiting those providing the aid. This critical analysis of aid is
expanded by medical anthropologist and founder of Partners in Health, Paul Farmer (2005), by
stating that “the capacity to suffer is, clearly, a part of being human. But not all suffering is
equivalent, in spite of pernicious and often self-serving identity politics suggest otherwise” (p.
50). Zambian economist Dambisa Moyo (2009) posits that “aid has been and continues to be, an
unmitigated political, economic, and humanitarian disaster for most parts of the developing
world,” (p. xix) challenging the myth of foreign intervention veiled as aid. The discussion of
decoloniality and development places this study of internally displaced families in Colombia in a
global context. With understandings about colonization, decoloniality and the dynamics of
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development—all of which shape Colombian realities—the following section turns to analyses
of education, conflict and displacement in scholarly literature.
Conflict and Displacement in Colombia and Beyond
This section surveys the academic literature on the intersectionality of education in
protracted conflict settings from the perspective of migration and displacement. First, it
addresses the global or macro level with international data from United Nations (UN),
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB). Second, it moves to the regional
level by reframing migration including the Venezuelan crisis and its connection to Colombia as a
simultaneous event occurring in tandem with the internal displacement. Finally, it connects the
academic literature of theoretical frameworks and empirical studies that address education for
newcomers (Bajaj & Suresh, 2018, Jiménez, 2020; Yosso, 2005)
Displacement, Global Tracking, and Reporting
In international discourse, there are different approaches to migration and human
mobility. At the macro level, the United Nations, International Monetary Fund and World Bank
are influential in their data collection, tracking and reporting which influences the allocation of
resources and policy making at regional, domestic, and international levels. The deployment of
aid and implementation of programs can be problematic on the ground when accounting for the
coloniality of NGOs with the implicit and explicit consequences of imbalanced power dynamics
(Koirala-Azad, 2009). Different narratives exist in the perspectives of data produced in the
Global North on humanitarian crises (Gedan, 2017) and stands in sharp contrast with discourses
from the Global South, including scholars and activists from Colombia and Venezuela who
advocate to include the Latin American region’s considerations (Aliaga & Uribe, 2018; Castro,
2019; Correa, 2019; Jones, 2016).
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The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2020) reports that worldwide
there are close to 80 million people forcibly displaced with three of five refugees living in
neighboring countries. This is the case for Venezuelans as they flee their country with current
figures estimating 3.6 million Venezuelans in refugee situations. According to the Colombian
migration agency, Migración Colombia (2020), currently there are close to 2 million
Venezuelans in Colombia. The Venezuelan migration to Colombia, as all exoduses are, is
multifaceted and complex. It includes return migration, encompasses different waves of
migration and it is bidirectional affecting not only Colombia and Venezuela but also changing
the Latin American landscape. Governments and international agencies track, collect, and use
aggregate data to inform their migration policies, to provide assistance and to decide allocation
of resources typically tied to Global North funding (Escobar, 1995; Gedan, 2017; Roy et al.,
2016).
In contrast to the crises presented by the Global North, as an isolated event that must be
addressed, the perspectives from the Global South offer a deeper understanding of the constant
mobility of people in the region, their fluidity and contrasting realities that are not evident to an
outsider. Colombian migration scholar Alexandra Castro (2019) details how human mobility
between the two countries is not new. It not only involves Venezuelans but also Colombians who
had migrated to Venezuela during the 1990s fleeing the Colombian armed conflict and seeking a
better economic future during the petroleum boom in Venezuela. This recent return migration of
Colombians exposes the challenges of the Colombian government with migration policy and
institutional support to assist people with dual nationalities, including its citizens, children of
Colombians born abroad and the Colombian society’s reaction to these waves of migration.
Unofficial figures have close to four million Colombians living in Venezuela. This number
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includes the second generation of migrants who have the option of double nationality bringing to
light the fact that during 1990s, over 50% of the foreign-born nationals living in Venezuela were
Colombian (Castro, 2019, pp. 68-70). Castro (2019) posits that the return migration of
Colombians from Venezuela has had two waves. Those Colombians who returned during the
first years of Hugo Chávez’s rule under more favorable conditions. And the second, and more
recent returned migration starting in 2015 of Colombians fleeing the Venezuelan humanitarian
crisis under Maduro’s government with some of those returning being ‘deported’ by the
Venezuelan government due to lack of documentation.
Borders have been drawn at different times changing the geopolitical landscape of the
region affecting the mobility of people (Jones, 2016). However, it is local actors that experience
and have the capacity to coordinate assistance while navigating the murky waters of deployment
of resources to the permanent and transitory population while resisting discrimination and
xenophobia as described by Colombian scholars, Felipe Aliaga and Cristhian Uribe (2018) when
studying the discrimination experienced by Colombians, fleeing the armed conflict, who had
migrated to Ecuador. This discrimination adds another layer of complexity to the migration
phenomenon which is explored in detailed in the next section.
Reframing Migration
Lindley (2014) challenges academia and civil society to question the outdated migration
rhetoric. Lindley argues that society must accept human mobility as normal advocating for
government institutions to adjust to ebbs and flows of populations. In the case of forced
migration, Lindley emphasizes that it is evident that “crisis is a defining feature of
understandings of forced migration” (p. 12) as it is evident for the internally displaced persons in
Colombia and the Venezuelans fleeing their country. Scholars have argued that social expulsions
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are underrepresented in international reporting of major agencies such as the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees. This can be problematic when internally displaced people
migrate for economic reasons (Sassen, 2014, pp. 54-55). Betts and Collier (2017) are aligned
with this argument as they advocate that the international development agencies providing aid to
the to the Global South should address the very real need for economic viability as a key part of
post-conflict recovery. While some might argue with the concept of post-conflict given the
current Colombian situation as an ongoing conflict, these scholars touch on the very real need for
people’s need for their livelihoods to achieve a sense of recovery (Bertelsmann Stiftung &
Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2018). The contradictions exist beyond economic
metrics and reporting.
Return migration and the emotional costs of migrant life are explored in migration
literature. Aliaga and Uribe (2018) argue that return migration is tied to economic drivers along
with the need to go back home to avoid discrimination and xenophobia in other Latin American
countries like Ecuador while warning that less than 7% of the displaced managed to return to
home and the rest acquire a new identity of the “urban poor” (p. 51). This challenge is
compounded by the emotional component of migration mourning where the migration data
becomes human when studying the reasons for migration either internally or internationally as
described by psychiatrist Volkan (2019) who painstakingly describes the emotions and process
of migration and its consequences to the well-being of the migrant. In the Latin American
context, Guzman (2017) explains that migration within the region illustrates how host countries
of past decades, like Venezuela, currently have become the senders of migrants to other Latin
American countries, flipping the flow of population and complicating migration issues at a local
and international level.
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As stated earlier, some scholars (Ferris & Donato, 2020; Hyndman and Giles, 2019)
advocate for a humanization of the migration processes at the local and regional warning
societies of the danger of the politicization of migration rhetoric (Hyndman, 2000). The aid
provided by international development agencies from the Global North usually rely on data
provided by the United Nations, International Monetary Fund, the World Bank. Provided this
connection to funding it is key to understand the situation at the local and regional level and
become critical of reports, numbers and rhetoric that will affect the lives of many. Colombian
nonprofits assisting internally displaced people and Venezuelans must navigate a fluid complex
web of government regulations and funding provided by local and international organizations.
Social Expulsions, Local Actors and Global Funding
The connection between local actors providing assistance to vulnerable populations and
the fluidity of conditions is explored further in this section. The fluidity and uncertainty of the
situation for internally displaced persons is an ongoing challenge that is captured through the
lens of evolving urban landscapes (Appadurai, 1990), economic dire realities (Fernández-Kelly,
2011; Salazar Parrenas, 20012) and social expulsions (Sassen, 2002). The disjunctures present
for internally displaced people can be explored utilizing Appadurai’s ethnoscapes (Appadurai,
1990). The ethnoscape concept captures the complexity given the multilayered, multifactorial
social situation of IDPs who are in a constant state of flux with changing situations due to their
forced migration from rural areas to urban centers. The fluidity of the ethnoscape is a constant
for new arrivals who are navigating a new environment in the context of civil unrest, funding
options, economic realities and family and community dynamics. This fluid condition is
exacerbated with the influence of globalization.
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Given the specific circumstances where Colombian society has to rely on
nongovernmental organization NGOs for social services subsidized in part by funding from
multinational corporations (MNCs) in the region. As detailed by Fernández-Kelly’s (2011) work,
the experience of the maquiladoras is similar where the promise of job opportunities at a MNC is
a dream that many Colombians seek when escaping dire situations and are searching for
economic opportunities, but the reality of arriving to the city, where the manufacturing jobs are,
is met with the despair and disillusion of the job myth. The realities of a hostile, expensive and
unwelcome city for the campesinos who do not have a network established for childcare, housing
and social services is a void that many NGOs are seeking to fill (Arias & Ruiz, 2002). It is under
these conditions that local NGOs become a safe haven for the internally displaced families since
they offer a multitude of services that address housing, shelter, childcare, education and job
opportunities through programs (Arias & Ruiz, 2002; Beltrán et al, 2015; Ibáñez, 2008). These
new spaces of survival are a microcosmos of connection between local actors, regional
challenges, and global trends.
Sassen’s (2002) survival circuits concept provides a frame of reference to understand the
need of multilayered systems that become networks of survival for Colombian families who
migrate to the city to escape violence and dire situations in the countryside while seeking a better
future for themselves and their families. Sassen’s (2002) work also illuminates how the
globalization of the economy is tied to the national debt, which for Colombia stands at 57.4% of
its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (World Bank, 2016), making it part of the Global South
emerging economies with unsustainable and unmanageable financial obligations. Going from the
global to the micro-level, these trends are played out in homes and affect women
disproportionally. This incongruence of global funding with localized crisis is explored by
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scholars focusing on the intersectionality of gender and economic solutions. Salazar-Parrenas’
care crisis concept (Salazar Parrenas, 2002) is useful in the Colombian context to understand
how it is similar to the situation where rural women in Colombia assist urban women with the
care of household and families tied to globalization as evidenced by the strong presence of
MNCs in the region. In other words, Colombian urban women rely on the rural women so the
urban educated women can work at different multinational corporations. Ironically these MNCs
are also major actors in funding at the local level who are joining forces to alleviate poverty.
Sen’s (2001) concept of development as freedom is aligned with the Colombian official
figures that track poverty with the use of Sen’s Multi-dimension Poverty Index (MPI)
(Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística, 2019). According to this index in the
Departmento del Valle’s poverty affects women more acutely than men. This metric for the
region also points out that the main areas of concern for the population are job security and
education (Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística, 2019). Poverty is a social
complex issue and organizations on the ground become a beacon of hope to alleviate the adverse
impacts of the situation. Writing from Caracas, Venezuelan journalist María Angélica Correa
(Correa, 2019), provides a glimpse of the fluidity and confusing political situation and its
implications for civil society. Her account exposes the reality from the inside complicating the
narrative that permeates foreign aid deployment, international reaction, and regional migration.
While scholars from the Global South acknowledge and take into account the international
discourse of data tracking and financial dependency on the Global North, they also provide a
more intimate exploration of the situation which defies simplistic descriptions. Instead, they
illuminate the way for a deeper understanding of the reality paving the way for critical solutions.
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The challenge of government institutions to provide their citizens access to basic human
needs such as food, safety, health care and education has created an impossible situation for
Venezuelans who seek access to these services forcing them to flee their country. Colombia,
being either a destination or transition country for migration, then becomes the place for those
basic needs to be sought and provided. Critical scholars have proposed concrete and workable
solutions to support immigrant youth in authentic and sustainable ways (Bajaj & Suresh, 2018;
Jiménez, 2020; Yosso, 2005) by proposing strategies to incorporate critical pedagogy that
transcends the solely academic metrics and embraces the whole child and their families.
Demonstrating how a community driven effort in the public school system, Bajaj and Suresh
(2018) document the Oakland International High School model where newcomer youth are
embraced and supported in their transition to the U.S. school system.
Using a Critical Race Theory (CRT) lens, Yosso (2005) offers an alternative to overcome
the divergence between society’s deficit view and the devalued wealth of knowledge of
communities of color in the United States. With the creation of the concept of community
cultural wealth (CCW), Yosso (2005) reconciles the distortions shifting the perspective to an
asset-based approach opening the door to the exploration of knowledges that not only have been
present, but have been made invisible (Yosso, 2005). Yosso (2005) defines community cultural
wealth as a collection of skills, abilities, networks that communities of color have and utilize in
order to survive and resist oppression (Yosso, 2005). Drawing from CRT, she outlines
community cultural wealth positing six forms of capital described as dynamic and
complementary that include: (a) aspirational capital; (b) navigational capital; (c) social capital;
(d) linguistic capital; (e) familial capital; (f) resistant capital (Yosso, 2005). These forms of
capital are describe in brief, below.
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According to Yosso (2005) communities of color demonstrate important forms of capital
and wealth. For example, aspirational capital refers to the capacity of dreaming and aspirations
for the future despite present barriers (Yosso, 2005) Linguistic capital conveys the idea that
students of color bring to school a variety of linguistic practices and skills that include oral and
written traditions (Yosso, 2005). Familial capital includes the knowledge created, transferred and
fostered by immediate and extended family (Yosso, 2005). Yosso (2005) introduces social
capital as the resources and networks present in communities that are helpful in navigating
society that include functional and emotional assistance (Yosso, 2005). Navigational capital
brings forward the ability to find a way to operate and succeed in society and its institutions
where the needs of the Communities of Color are not a priority (Yosso, 2005). Lastly, Yosso
(2005) resistance capital as the accumulation skills and information that results from the refusal
of accepting inequality. Jiménez (2020) expands on Yosso’s (2005) Cultural Community Wealth
concept by adding “migration capital” and defines it “as the knowledges, sensibilities, and skills
cultivated through the array of migration/immigration experiences to the United States or its
borderlands” (Jiménez, 2020, p. 779).
Some asset-based approaches have begun to emerge in Colombia to address deficit views
of international migrants. As a form of resistance towards the intolerance and xenophobia
towards Venezuelan migrants, Colombian scholars in partnership and funding with international
agencies have designed a pedagogical tool, Cartilla Panarceros (word play in Spanish that
incorporates the Venezuelan “panas” with the Colombian “parce”). The tool attempts to address
xenophobia against Venezuelan children by providing opportunities for learning and growth
while fostering solidarity; as they shared “los estudiantes venezolanos no se expresaban con total
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libertad sobre su situación migratoria por el miedo al cuestionamiento.”2This pedagogical tool
also takes into account the feminization of migration by centering the narrative around the main
character of the cartilla, a fictional girl named Marίa Helena (Moreno, 2020).
At the community and grassroots level, and demonstrating how migration capital
(Jiménez, 2020) can be leveraged, Venezuelan activist Maybel Ávila is leading the effort of
Fundación Salto del Ángel whose motto is Dignidad Sin Fronteras (dignity without borders) in
the city of Riohacha, the capital of the northeastern department of Guajira of Colombia (Cataño,
2020). Fundación Salto del Ángel, with its clever name invoking the Venezuelan natural wonder
-Angel Falls- with a word play that indicates the leap of faith Venezuelans take when they
migrate, is creating economic opportunities that address the realities of all migrants and the need
to find workable solutions (Betts & Collier, 2017). In partnership with local and international
NGOs, Venezuelan professionals are assisting fellow Venezuelans seek employment, access to
capital, and workshops addressing multiple needs of the newcomers (Cataño, 2020).
At the time of this writing, the world is halfway into the third year of the pandemic
caused by COVID- 19 (World Health Organization, 2021), during which the Colombian
government announced its open-door migration policy to legalize close to one million
undocumented Venezuelans in order to provide access to healthcare, schooling, and employment
(Otis, 2021). These government policies have different implications for the migrant population
and internally displaced persons in Colombia while managing its own domestic challenges as it
implements the 2016 Peace Accord with mixed results (Tiusabá & López, 2018). Regardless of
where, multiple scholars warn of the dangers of simplistic and reductionist perspective when
addressing the needs of the vulnerable populations and deploying resources domestically while
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The Venezuelan students did not express freely their migratory situation due to fear of questioning (my translation)
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balancing the delicate ecologies of power whether it is in Colombia, Mexico with the Zapatista
movement in Chiapas (Mora, 2017; DelBalso, 2008; Klein, 2019) or in Sri Lanka with interethnic conflict between Tamils and Sinhalese Sri Lankans (Alison, 2011). The following section
squarely focuses on education and the plight of internally displaced persons from the Colombian
scholarship lens.
Perspectives from Colombian Scholarship
Civil society, made up of NGOs, faith-based groups, academia, and government
programs, has explored and sought to intervene to address the impact of displacement. These
efforts have come from different disciplines and sectors, such as history, law, economics,
psychology, human rights, and education. Each of those lenses dissects the Colombian
geopolitical and socioeconomic context differently when analyzing land displacement, identity,
sovereignty, and gender-based violence in the aftermath of the signing the Colombian 2016
Peace Accord. This section depicts Colombian scholarship and is divided in to three main topics:
(a) displaced people in Colombia; (b) the 2016 Peace Accord and its aftermath; (c) displacement
and education.
Displaced People in Colombia
This section focuses on Colombian internally displaced persons as studied from
government law, tracking metrics, the connection to the land, economic indicators and
psychology studies. Prior to exploring literature and efforts in Colombia to address the plight of
IDPs, it is important to explore how the nation defines and supports the displaced population.
The Colombian government articulates the definition of desplazados rooted in the legal system
through its office of the Defensoría del Pueblo (translated as the National Ombudsperson’s
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Office). This government institution is tasked with ruling, defending, promoting, protecting, and
communicating human rights.
The desplazado is entitled by law to seek assistance and protection by following the
government protocol. First, the desplazado needs to demonstrate to the office of Unidad de
Atención y Reparación Integral a las Víctimas (UARIV, translated as the Office of Assistance
and Integral Reparation for the Victims), where it is decided if there is enough merit for the
displaced conditions to be registered with the centralized Victim Registration Database, RUV as
it is known for its Spanish acronym (Registro Único de Víctimas). The ability to be registered in
this database allows the displaced person to have access to government services (Defensoría,
2021). According to the figures tracked by the United Nations (Agencia de la ONU para los
Refugiados, 2021) the magnitude of the displacement reality for the year 2018 of the mass
displacements continue to affect the most vulnerable populations, namely, campesinos, AfroColombians, and Indigenous groups.
Since 2015, Colombia has had the highest number of internally displaced people in the
world with over 8 million people (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2021), and
close to 2 million Venezuelans have migrated to Colombia either as a final destination or in
transit to other countries (Migraciόn, 2020). The International Monetary Fund (2020) reports
strong economic indicators for Colombia and the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) overall score places Colombia on a positive trend (Bertelsmann Stiftung &
Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2018), enjoying international commendations for
its efforts towards the reduction of poverty and inequality along with strong institutions that are
aiming for transparency and accountability. The Colombian sociopolitical and economic
assessment issued from the Global North can be problematic when looking closely at the
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controversial and divisive 2016 Peace Agreement under its current state. A closer look at the
aggregates of the global metrics can reveal the disparities between the averages, and the
contradictions between theory and practice.
These contractions are evident when contrasting law and reality. The Colombian new
constitution (Constitución, 1991) promotes equality, equity and bans discrimination on the basis
of race, gender, ethnicity, social class, sexual orientation or creed; yet the stark inequalities seem
to follow the racial and gender identity divide in Colombia with scarce representation of
minorities (Afro-Colombians and Indigenous populations) and the LBGTI community. Bello’s
(2003) foundational analysis of the Colombian internally displaced population examines the
who, the where, the why, and the how of this human rights violation. Bello (2003) identifies that
the majority of the displaced are campesinos and Afro-Colombians and Indigenous communities.
Bello points out how these same groups have been excluded from political participation and
wealth accumulation, and have been made culturally invisible. This failure is explored from the
historical perspective as follows.
According to Colombian historian Jorge Orlando Melo (2017), the country’s tragic
historical failure is that the violence permeates all levels of society (p. 324). Melo states that this
violence is a result of conflict between of multiple actors across different timelines that include
political parties, conservadores (conservatives) versus liberales (liberals) in the 1950s, the armed
communist guerrillas in the 1960s, governmental brutality as a response to the insurgence and
the paramilitary forces in the late 1970s and onwards. All of this, Melo (2017) argues, created a
void at the institutional level opening the door to narcotrafficking and criminal activity of the
1980s reaching its peak during the late 1990s. Debilidad institucional (institutional fragility) is
another concept thar surfaces often in official reports, academic journals, mainstream media, and
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polite conversation. The 2012 IDEA report (Molinares & Reyes, 2012) concludes that
institutional fragility allows for the illegal armed groups (such as guerillas on the left and
paramilitaries on the right) to overpower government institutions, often leaving a void. This
report confirms that the civilian population is still caught in the middle. The report succinctly
acknowledges that when they asked the population of Tumaco and Buenaventura (the two
Pacific coast Colombian Southwest cities included in the study) how might the state improve
their reality, their answer was, first to create more economic opportunities, and second to end the
armed conflict.
The debilidad institucional translates into conflict related to land. Multiple efforts on the
ground attempt to address the conflict tied to identity, land, and sovereignty. Osorio et al. (2018)
highlight that the Indigenous lands in Cauca, which were considered as lacking economic and
territorial value during the colonial times and before la Reforma Agraria (land reform), have
morphed into a rich source of biodiversity with a unique topography with difficult access by land
but with an exit to the Pacific Ocean. This region, birthplace of the FARC, continues to be of
strategic importance geopolitically for growing illicit crops related to the drug trade and
operations of guerrilla groups. Disagreements and sovereignty issues fuel the armed conflict in
other places of the periphery. Chacόn (2018) challenges international intervention in the
Catatumbo region and questions if these efforts are building peace or pacifying the situation.
Acknowledging the shortcomings of foreign intervention, Cachón (2018) states that it is
imperative to enter in dialogue with international actors while honoring local knowledges when
addressing displacement and economic solutions (p.75). These issues of sovereignty and
institutional fragility acquire a human dimension when connecting the conflict with vulnerable
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populations and displacement with hopeless situations such as permanent displacement and
poverty.
This instability in Colombia exacerbates the vulnerabilities of the displaced population.
Ibáñez (2008) analyzes the data of the survey Encuesta Nacional de Hogares Desplazados
(national survey of displaced homes), highlighting that close to 80% of the families that migrate
consider it a permanent situation (p. 101), bringing another dimension to the urgency of the
situation. The permanence of displacement has been connected to poverty conditions. Albuja and
Ceballos (2010) highlight that “98.6% of the displaced population in Colombia live below the
povery line with 82.6 living in extreme poverty” (p. 10). Studying the displacement
pheonomenon in Bogotá, Albuja and Ceballos (2010) argue that given the steady flow of arrivals
to the city, the municipal government must provide assistance not only to the newly displaced
but for those whose situation has become permanent exceedin the three month humanitarian
assistance. Ibáñez (2008) agrees with this perspective. Ibáñez (2008) studies the internal
displacement in Colombia making an urgent call to action for Colombian society to tend to the
ongoing humanitarian crisis affecting millions of Colombians. Ibáñez (2008) identifies variables
that determine the economic wellbeing of the displaced families prior to and after displacement
including, income, employment, living conditions and access to education. Ibáñez (2008)
analyzes the government data concluding the increase of unemployment for the breadwinner of
the household prior to displacement was at 1.7% and after displacement reaching 16.5% (p.105).
For family members older than 18-year-old, the unemployment prior to displacement reads at 5%
and more than doubles to 13.1% after displacement.
As mentioned earlier, economic metrics and indices are used to inform policy and provide
discrete measurements for domestic and international trends. When exploring the intersections of

44

migration, intergenerational education mobility with gender, Bonilla (2010) concludes that
women experience more educational mobility with one possible explanation being that women
had lower levels of formal education prior to the relocation (p. 226).
This section provided a deeper dive into Colombian scholars and Colombian government
reports with the aim to outline the trends, themes and emphasis given by Colombian academia to
the study of the internally displaced population. As outlined here, Colombian IDPs are
technically protected by law with multiple resources deployed to their assistance. Their
displacement has been monitored and tracked with figures that shine a light on the alarming
numbers of reported displacement along with the disparities between the general population and
the disproportional impact of displacement on the most vulnerable groups (campesinos, AfroColombians and Indigenous groups). In addition, the literature in this section highlighted the
connection between land, displacement, and sovereignty as causes of the conflict. As well as the
economic consequences of displacement resulting in distressing poverty levels. Conducting
research in Colombia requires the inclusion of the 2016 Peace Accord which is explored in detail
in the next section.
The 2016 Peace Accord and its Aftermath
This section provides the current context of Colombia as it navigates the 2016 Peace
Accord. It starts with a brief history of the agreement, the transitional and restorative justice
institutions created for the process and the most recent scholarship around peace and postconflict recovery. As stated in chapter one, formal peace negotiations between the former
President Juan Manuel Santos’ government and the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia -Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces) started in 2012 and ended with the
controversial and historical signing of the Peace Accord in November 2016, which was later

45

ratified by Congress (Alto Comisionado para la Paz, 2019). The FARC was called to demobilize,
disarm, and reintegrate into society and economic life (Alto Comisionado para la Paz, 2019).
Five years later, the verdict is still out on the implementation and success of the Accord.
Many point to the fact that the accord started with polarizing the country since its inception as
reflected in the vote commonly known as El No where over half the country rejected the
conditions of the accord (DeZubiría, 2016). This echoes the casual talk in private spaces where
Colombians whisper, queremos paz pero no asί (we want peace but not like this). This
questionable success is confirmed by the recent United Nations Verification Colombia Mission
(2019) Colombia where Colombians argue that the United Nations failed to recognize the work
on the ground by Colombian government and nongovernmental institutions (Torrado &
Oquendo, 2020). This is not a unique situation for Colombia. Ibhawoh (2019) questions the
mixed results of prior restorative justice efforts in other countries like South Africa, Liberia, and
Canada. While Ibhawoh (2019) acknowledges the shortcomings of truth and reconciliation
commissions, he still advocates for them. His rationale could be summarized as positing that
restorative justice tools are a step on the right direction but are not the destination. In the case of
Rwanda, Russell (2020) exposes the contradictions experienced on the ground: “The lived
realities and perceptions of teachers and students often do not correspond with the government’s
prescribed narrative, demonstrating the complexities of a state-mandated project for peace and
reconciliation” (p. 192).
As Colombia navigates this new era, the post-conflict narrative and success of the accord
have been questioned by Colombian scholars who point out the design flaws of the agreement
which affected its implementation. According to Colombian scholars, Beatriz Tiusabá Gόmez
and Cristian Lόpez (2018), the peace negotiations did not include solutions to the structural
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causes of the conflict. Fellow Colombian scholar, Manuela Trindade Viana (2019) echoes these
findings and argues that the violence was redistributed instead of solved, challenging the
optimistic government narrative sold to the international audience as a success story. Galtung
(1969) emphasizes the difference between direct and structural violence emphasizing the
definition of peace is not the absence of violence. In other words, to achieve peace, societies
must address structural violence such as racism, oppression and inequalities. Direct and
structural affect the civil population caught in the middle of the crossfire between dissident
armed guerrillas, narcos or drug traffickers, and the army as this territorial conflict remains a
constant (El Tiempo Justicia, 2020).
More than 100 organizations organized under the name Niñez Ya (El Tiempo Educación,
2020) that are advocating for children’s human rights are requesting a focus on transitional
justice under the program Plan de Desarrollo Territorial (2020) (territorial development plan),
centering the process around children and youth. In addition, the work done by Hurtado et al.
(2018) engages in the memory reconstruction project with children in the Cauca departamento as
resistance towards the unbearable trauma suffered by children caught in the middle of armed
conflict. This project also offers a glimpse of hope of the possibilities to create a new path and a
new future addressing trauma and reconciliation (Bekermar & Zembylas, 2014). These efforts
have become more urgent as violence affects children, women, and vulnerable families
disproportionally. Scholar Birgit Brock-Utne (2009) issues a warning against the dangerous
narrative of the feminization of poverty encouraging society to critically observe the structural
violence against women. In Colombia this takes hold as Friedman and Grieve (2019)
demonstrate how family dynamics and future generations are directly influenced by war tactics
reproduced in the domestic environment through interpersonal violence. In other words, these
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scholars argue for adding a gender lens to any kind of solutions for a post-conflict recovery
effort.
Colombia’s journey is tied to its armed forces. Utilizing Cynthia Enloe’s feminist
curiosity, it is here that one can observe how militarism, as an ideology, is embedded in the
Colombian institutions, while the country is experiencing militarization as a part of the
sociopolitical process as a result of decades of armed conflict. Enloe (2014) also demonstrates
that militarization processes occur during “peace time” (Enloe, 2014) as is the case right now in
Colombia which is navigating the Peace Agreement process (Alto Comisionado para la Paz,
2019). Gender plays a key role here, proving the theory that women remain invisible (Alison,
2011) in militarization processes and excluded from war and conflict but are called to be the
main actors for peace and reconciliation processes (Bhagwan-Rolls, 2014). In the Colombian
context, the Colombian welfare organization, Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar (2019)
is led by a woman while the Ministry of Defense (Ministerio de Defensa, 2019) is typically led
by a man with only one woman having served as the head of the organization since the creation
of the position in 1821. It in this context that the Global South continues to be “saved” by the
Global North (Escobar, 1995) with the deployment of resources, crisis relief services and
monitoring metrics deployed by governmental and non-governmental organizations.
The international and domestic landscape are complex for Colombians as we navigate the
consequences of narcotrafficking. Currently, drug consumption and trafficking continue to rise
despite substantial investment in the war against drugs at the national level with Colombian
soldiers deployed to eradicate hectares of illicit crops, and with a strong international
collaboration between law agencies to curb the mobilization of goods, tracking of the monies and
enforcement of the law (Unidad Investigativa, 2019). This situation is tied to the recruitment of
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child soldiers by illegal armed groups which remains a human rights violation difficult to curb
(Ortiz, 2019) despite the Colombian Peace Agreement. Sobering figures speak of the complex
situation with the United Nations Report on Children and Armed Conflict in Colombia (2019)
showing an increase in 2018 of 293 children being recruited by non-state armed groups. These
figures are in addition to the reports of killing and maiming (108 verified figures) and sexual
violence (9 verified figures). These figures become real in the face of the families that arrive to
the urban centers seeking shelter and escaping violence with the hope of a better future.
This section outlined the challenges of the historical 2016 Colombian Peace Accord and
its multiple dimensions. As Colombians navigate the process anchored in the transitional and
restorative institutions is evident that multiple challenges lie ahead. Colombian scholars argue
the need to address structural inequalities in the process of achieving peace. This section also
demonstrated the connection between local, regional and international actors in the peace process
as parts of puzzle that call for accountability, transparency and long-term solutions when
addressing the realities of internal displacement. The next section discusses the Colombian
context in greater detail and focuses exclusively on the connection of displacement and
education as explored by Colombian scholars.
Education and Displacement in Colombia
This literature review section builds on the knowledge of Colombian scholarship and
attempts to add a new perspective to the intersection of displacement and education. The studies
selected for this section have in common the displacement of Colombian children and youth and
its intersection with education from different perspectives that include human rights education,
phases of displacement, pre-migration context and post-migration realities at the host
communities. For example, utilizing a human rights perspective, Bajaj and Vega (2016) explore
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the experiences of teachers in protracted conflict zones like in Colombia. Despite the existence
of a legal framework and institutional support, Bajaj and Vega (2016) shine a light on the
discrepancy between theory and practice when providing access to education in fragile contexts
like Colombia. The authors showcase the importance of nonformal education models, such
Cίrculos de Aprendizaje (learning circles), developed by the Colombian and now international
organization Escuela Nueva.
Highlighting the teachers’ heroic efforts, Bajaj and Vega (2016) concluded: “Data
showed that teachers were deeply committed to the welfare and future of their students and,
despite of their frustration and lack of resources, they were able to create activities that promoted
a wide range of social skills among the students” (p. 368). They emphasized how the teachers’
commitment to “…students’ emotional and social needs resulting from negligence, violence, and
instability seemed to be fulfilled by the teachers, beyond their professional limitations, and
because of their caring interactions” (p. 368). These contradictions and challenges are not a new
phenomenon and have been documented extensively not only in remote areas but also when the
displaced youth arrive to the urban centers. Upon arrival to the cities, access to education and
interrupted schooling are multifaceted and complex.
Segmenting and contrasting different age groups of displaced children highlight how the
age of displacement affects the student’s schooling. Ibáñez (2008) emphasizes the difference
between age groups as it pertains to schooling distinguishing between 7 to 11-year-old children
and 12-17-year-old children. According to Ibañez’ calculations (2008), prior to displacement
schooling for 7-11-year-old children is 52%, increasing to 81.5% after displacement. In contrast,
for 12 to 17-year-old children, it decreases from 74.2% prior to displacement to 68.3% after
displacement. Ibáñez (2008) argues that the availability of education for younger children is
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higher in the host communities while the decrease of family income forces those children ages
12 -17-year old to interrupt schooling and go into child labor. Ibáñez (2008) concludes that with
the passing of time, el asentamiento, the settling process at the arrival site, worsens the economic
conditions of the displaced families forcing them to adopt costly decisions such as interrupting
schooling for their older children. In other words, Ibáñez (2008) makes a compelling case for the
negative consequences of forced displacement impacting the well-being of the families adding
concrete figures to the displacemet of children.
Arias and Ruiz’ (2002) comprehensive detailed study on the impact of displacement on
the Colombian youth is a foundational and still relevant text for Colombian scholars exploring
this phenomenon. Arias and Ruiz’ (2002) work encourages the reader to reflect on the effects of
the violent act of displacement of Colombian children and youth with war as the backdrop. Arias
and Ruiz (2002) point out that the impact of displacement must be analyzed as a process. This
process needs to consider the pre-migration situation of the displaced family with discrete events
that include cuando llega la guerra (when war arrives) and moment of the decision to leave.
Arias and Ruiz (2002) highlight that the armed conflict zones are the expulsion zones of children
and youth. Once war arrives, fear and distrust break social ties and family dynamics and the
departure can be abrupt or organized. When addressing the schooling situation before
displacement, Arias and Ruiz (2002) highlight that the majority of the children remember their
schooling experience with feelings of joy, friendship, camaraderie, and wonder.
Arias and Ruiz (2002) emphasized that children are the most vulnerable to the arrival of
war symbols brought into the community by the conflict’s armed actors and identify three
patterns in how the arrival of war influences the socialization process of the youth. First, if the
family wishes to continue their way of life, “de la misma manera” (p. 248) driven by fear of
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retaliation or the forced recruitment of their children, the families are forced to move elsewhere.
Another scenario is where the children and youth have been victims or witness to the murder or
disappearance of a loved one or massacres in their towns then they are driven by feelings of
revenge. Instead of ideology, this feeling of revenge is often the reason they join armed groups.
In the third case, the children and youth are forced to join armed groups which speak to a
violation and lack of awareness of human rights. The displaced youth carry the burden of guilt
as they see that they caused the displacement since the family moved to save their lives or to
avoid forced recruitment into armed groups (p. 254). The move is not a smooth process either.
Once they arrive to their new world, Arias and Ruiz (2002) emphasize that child abuse
increases for those families in displacement situation. Children now are seen as a burden, one
more mouth to feed enhancing their feelings of guilt during the displacement. Regarding
education, the host communities where the displaced arrive, usually do not have enough space
for new students, making access to education difficult. This lack of access to education, in turn,
results in the children socializing in the street with all of its implications, positive and negative
consequences. Arias and Ruiz (2002) point to the fact that host communities are typically hostile
toward new arrivals making their adaptation to the new environment more difficult (p. 262). For
those students with access to education, the situation is difficult at multiple levels that include
academic achievement and discrimination. Most of the displaced children arrive with below
grade level which is enhance by othering language that refers to them as los desplazados (the
displaced). This label is laden with negative connotation that is code for a violent child, coming
from a place of conflict who also has learning difficulties. This othering is also present by the
part of the teachers who tend to discriminate and treat displaced children differently than those
who are not. The authors also point out that many children do not even attend school since they
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have to contribute economically to help the family. This study documents the trials and
tribulations of internally displaced families in Colombia. Arias and Ruiz’ (2002) holistic and
detailed study remains relevant in Colombian scholarship as one of the foundational studies
widely cited by Colombian academia.
Colombian scholar Garcίa Sánchez (2008) explores academic sources from Europe and
Colombia to understand how violence manifests in families and schools by centering the analysis
on the geographic physical location of el barrio. Utilizing three perspectives: (a) school-family
relations; (b) conflict between school and families; (c) levels of violence at a macro and micro
levels. García Sánchez creates an argument for exploring the existing bridges and gaps between
schools and families. Centering the analysis on the challenges imposed by industrialization in
families and schools, such as parents’ isolation from children schooling process, García Sánchez
argues that “when violent relationships are reproduced by family or school the relationship
between parents and school teachers becomes complex and makes it difficult to understand,
intervene and prevent this inadequate behavior” (p.108). García Sánchez (2008) highlights how
the neighborhood becomes the intersection between the countryside and the city with its core
institutions are the school, the parish, and community organizations such as the junta de acción
comunal (Colombian version of neighborhood association), and the civil defense (p. 117).
Highlighting the insidious reproduction of the cycle of violence, García Sánchez (2008)
underlines the importance of creating a strong partnership between families, schools and el barrio
focusing on the fact that all forms of violence are interconnected and are reproduced in other
spaces (p.122).
Approaching displacement from the psychology field, Padilla and Sarmiento (2007)
explore the myths and rituals of three Colombian internally displaced families who have
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relocated to Bogotá. Utilizing a descriptive and comprehensive qualitative methodology, Padilla
and Sarmiento’s research focuses on comparing the place where the displaced family came from
with the place where they are relocated. Padilla and Sarmiento (2007) outline four specific stages
that the displaced families go through during the displacement process: (a) arrival; (b) settling;
(c) relative stability; (d) stability (p. 105). Each of these stages are described below. The arrival
stage is usually defined by precarious living conditions, like sleeping on the floor of a relative’s
home in a crowded situation. Also, this phase includes longing for their losses such as land and
community along with the mourning of loved ones (due to death or a missing person). The
settling stage happens around one year after arrival and it is marked by the family members
starting to connect with their new community through employment and the children’s access to
school. This access to school is known as cupos escolares, which could be comparable to a
lottery system. Their feelings of longing and loss are not as felt as strongly as in the prior stage.
After a few years, the third stage, relative stability, is shaped by stronger ties to the community,
creation of routines. The main characteristic of this relative stability is the decision by the adults
of the family to stay in the city, seduced by the opportunities for employment and better access to
education for the children. In the fourth stage, stability, the family has stronger economic
stability, with an increased sense of belonging to the new community. In addition, during this
stage, enrollment in schools translates into relative stability. Padilla and Sarmiento pave the way
to explore the impact generated by displacement in the myths and rituals of the families relocated
not only to Bogotá, but in other urban centers of the country (p. 110). Their findings suggest that
myths and rituals adapt to the urban life.
Exploring education and displacement from the Aguablanca District in Cali, Colombia,
Lasso (2013) provides an overview of the dire situation for Colombians arriving to the urban
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setting. Lasso emphasizes how displacement is ongoing, historical, and endemic process
experienced by those who are forced to live their places of origin due to territorial control that
involves multiple illegal armed groups (p. 36). This article is an invitation to critically reflect on
the difficulties present for the victims of displacement as they try to enter the Colombian
educational system (p. 37). Recognizing that Cali is the largest city of the southwest of Colombia
it becomes by default the largest receptor of internally displaced people of the region, and the
third in the country, with the majority of the people arriving from Cauca, Nariño and Chocó.
Lasso explains the trials and tribulations of people fleeing for their lives and how treacherous the
journey is to a new place. It is in here where nonprofit organizations such as Fundación Paz y
Bien (2019) are vital to assist those who have been expulsed where surviving takes priority over
everything.
Exploring the infrastructure of the school district in Aguablanca, Lasso (2013) points out
that the public educational system lacks the capacity to meet the demand. The government solves
this problem by creating a hybrid system where private institutions receive payment from the
government to educate pupils at the official rate. This system has opened the door for corruption
where there are estudiantes fantasmas (ghost students) along with the payroll that goes with the
student numbers that take place in escuela garajes (garage schools). Along with lack of
coverage and weak infrastructure, Lasso (2013) points to the difficult path for rural families to
navigate the urban school system due to barriers such as missing birth certificates, which were
not needed in the rural setting to attend school. In addition, for the internally displaced people to
receive the services they need to register with Unidad de Víctimas.3 The registration does not
happen for two main reasons, namely, fear and bureaucracy.

3

Victims Unit, Colombian government central registration data for the internally displaced population.
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Many of the displaced families do not register for fear of retaliation since they have been
threatened. In addition, the bureaucratic process to register with Unidad de Víctimas is
cumbersome, confusing, and hard to navigate, complicating the situation even further is the
discrepancy between official figures versus the reality. This situation is exacerbated by refusing
to be labeled as “desplazados” or to have their children, who are already traumatized, further
stigmatized. This combination of factors, fear, bureaucracy, othering translates into a system that
is not prepared to serve the displaced population. Lasso (2013) highlights figures where only
11% of IDP children (ages 5-17 years) of Distrito de Aguablanca are in school and of those, 91%
are in public schools (p. 42). The othering and marginalization are transferred to the school; the
internally displaced children are also discriminated against with the labeling, the age difference,
and academic challenges based on performance metrics making them a burden to the school,
known as la papa caliente (hot potato referring to an issue that no one wants to touch). In
summary, a bureaucratic system, the ongoing fear, data discrepancy and a hostile environment
makes the transition to the arrival place even more treacherous.
In the academic world, Páez-Martínez (2017) conducted a comprehensive study of the
scholarly research of Colombian families from 1990 until 2014. Her analysis covers 26 studies
with 20 of those being from Colombia and includes disciplines such as social work, psychology,
statistics and demographic, sociology, anthropology, law and one for special education (p. 825).
The main goal of this research is to “recognize the educational possibilities for dialogue and
peacebuiliding inside the family” (p. 824). Páez-Martínez highlights that in the academic
research on the education component only tends to surface when there is a human rights
violation requiring a correction, reconciliation or a negotiation. In contrast, she brings forward
how prevention issues are less studied when intergenerational violence is present. With regards
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to the studies that focus on rural families and peacebuilding processes, she found no evidence of
such studies. Instead, she finds studies that focus on inequality of opportunities in education,
health, transportation and land ownership. In summary, Páez-Martínez work is a call to action to
include new voices of the families when talking about peacebuilding, making it more urgent
under the shadow of the 2016 Peace Accord.
This section covered the Colombian scholarship documenting the dire situation for
displaced children and the precarious situation once they arrive to the urban centers. Regardless
of the geographic region, the internally displaced children in Colombia encounter hostile
environments, interrupted schooling, and dire economic situations. This phenomenon is also
present in academia where voices of the families are left out in peacebuilding processes. In the
research for this literature review, studies centered around the voices of the internally displaced
are typically absent. Given the alarming numbers of IDPs in Colombia, along with the extra
burden for populations who are already marginalized, it is crucial that further research is
conducted not from economic or development perspectives but instead centered around the
families who have suffered the unspeakable. This othering of internally displaced families within
Colombian borders is the wrong that this researcher wants to correct with this investigation.
Spivak’s (1988) question becomes more relevant than ever for Colombians who are internally
displaced. The question is no longer, if The Other can speak. But instead, are we, as society,
willing to listen? This dissertation study sought to begin this process.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
Since 1963, the Escuela María Perlaza (EMP) has served over 2,100 students who live in
the Barrio Nacional, Comuna 3 of the city of Cali. At the time of this writing, close to 200
students were enrolled in the school from preschool (ages two-and-a-half to four-and-a half) until
fifth grade. These students and their families represent a cross-section of the Colombian
population including marginalized groups that include Afro-Colombians, Indigenous groups,
campesinos, Venezolanos, and returned migrants (Venezuelan children of Colombian parents
who have returned to Colombia). These groups share the common denominator of being forcibly
displaced, los desplazados, and are part of a larger group seeking a better future in the city of
Cali (Perlaza, 2020). The purpose of this case study was to explore the experiences of internally
displaced families in Colombia whose children attend the public, urban PK-5th school, Escuela
María Perlaza, in the metropolis of Cali, Colombia. Through in-depth interviews, observations,
and document and artifact analysis, I studied how their family’s migration journey informs their
experience at the school for themselves and their children. Having a better understanding of how
displaced families have experienced their internal migration seeks to fill a gap in existing
research. I intend to use my findings to inform Colombian educators in designing a new
approach to school-family relationships in this urban setting.
Research Questions
The four questions for this study are supported by a central aim, and are defined below.
Research aim: To examine how Colombian internally displaced families perceive family/
school relationships in an urban setting and to explore how their migration journey to Cali has
shaped their lived experiences.
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1. What are the strategies used by an urban public PK-5th grade school to connect and
reach out to the vulnerable families of the school?
2. What experiences do internally displaced families have in an urban PK-5th grade
school?
3. How do the internally displaced families share their migration stories (Cuentos
Criollos)?
4. How can these Cuentos Criollos (stories) inform our understanding of schoolcommunity relationships?
Research Design
In other to humanize the research process, this dissertation is informed by research
approaches that have sought to decolonize methodologies (Smith, 2012). The study utilized a
case study research design (Creswell & Poth, 2018), and was envisioned as an act of resistance to
dominant and harmful narratives that are typically used to describe Colombian people and
specifically, los desplazados. These harmful narratives are not only used by international media
and global organizations, but also inside Colombia, where we have internalized the oppression
and perpetuated “the othering” (Said, 1978/1994). Labels like los desplazados make it easy to
dehumanize the displaced. Hiding behind figures and trends makes it easy to lose track of the
trauma of displacement. Instead, focusing on the stories of the displaced people might open the
door for other ways of knowing that are present but have been ignored.
Decolonizing Methodologies
This research project is situated in Colombia, a country and a land that has been
“discovered,” conquered, and colonized. At the time of this writing, the country is navigating an
ambitious and controversial peacebuilding process. If the purpose of the investigation is to allow
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the complex dimensions of Colombian society to emerge, then the coloniality of Colombian
society and its institutions must be taken into account when designing the research. Smith (2012)
“identifies research as a significant site of struggle between the interests and ways of knowing of
the West and the interests and ways of resisting of the other” (p. 2). The Real Academia de la
Lengua Española (n.d.), the ultimate authority on the Spanish language, defines a desplazado as
“dicho de una persona: Inadaptada, que no se ajusta al ambiente o a las circunstancias”. In other
words, a person who cannot adjust to the environment or the circumstances (my translation). In
English, displacement is done to someone, “displacement is defined as the situation in which
people are forced to leave the place where they normally live” (Cambridge, n.d). In both
languages, “displacement” and “the displaced” are connected to a place. These lay definitions
make it clear why it is key to incorporate the land into the inquiry of displaced people.
The armed conflict in Colombia is always tied to los territorios, to the land. With the
intention of opening the door for other ways of knowing, there is an imperative that to conduct
research in this context raises a need to incorporate the concept of literacies of land (Styres,
2019). Styres’ (2019) land concept “expresses a duality that refers not only to place as a physical
geographic space but also to the underlying conceptual principles, philosophies, and ontologies
of that space” (p. 27). The Colombian peacebuilding process is centered around Paz Territorial,
translated as territorial peace (Alto Comisionado para la Paz, 2019). This abstract concept, this
elusive goal, connects all society and its actors back to the land. In Paz Territorial the peace, or
absence of peace, is connected to the land implying that it is the land who will eventually
experience peace. It is the intention of this research to further explore this connection to the land
to those who have been displaced. It is the hope of this researcher to find Paz Territorial through
the centering the voices of the people who were forced to leave that land. To avoid being
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complicit with the monolithic Eurocentric approach toward research, I am inspired by Patel’s
(2016) call to action to go beyond. Patel reminds researchers that “critique is necessary for
noting the contours of colonial logic but it is insufficient for imagining into existence praxes that
decolonize” (p. 3). This methodological approach encourages the researcher to keep social
transformation as the goal by making a plan for the research to be actionable and to aim for
social transformation.
Case Study
Conducting research in Colombia during the ongoing peacebuilding efforts requires
taking into account the ongoing historical process bookended by the signature of the 2016 Peace
Agreement and its implications for displaced families in an urban setting. The case study
research method will be used for this investigation. Creswell and Poth (2018) define case study
research as “a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary
bounded system (a case) over time, through a detailed, in-depth data collection involving
multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and
documents and reports), and reports a case” (p. 96). According to Yin (2018) another key
component of a case study is the intention to “study some contemporary event or set of events
(“contemporary” meaning all fluid rendition of the recent past and the present, not just the
present”)” (p. 12). The internal displacement in Colombia is a fluid process that is inherent to the
newcomers’ families in urban settings and one of the main inquiries of this research project.
Yin (2018) outlines the case study research process as that which is linear but also
iterative with clearly defined steps that start with planning, followed by design, preparation,
collection, analysis and sharing. The case study research process is suitable for this investigation
of the internally displaced families since it provides the academic rigor of the structure with

61

enough flexibility to adjust during its different phases while being mindful of the trauma suffered
by displacement of the participants. Furthermore, Yin (2018) emphasizes the critical task of
defining and bounding the case (p. 31) which fits the criteria of this investigation. By exploring
the experiences of internally displaced families who arrive to the city of Cali and enrolled their
children at Escuela María Perlaza five years after the signing of Colombian Peace Accord
provides the specific time and space boundaries that help narrow the scope of the case.
Yin (2018) argues that the selection of a single-case study as the research method is tied
to five different rationales: critical, unusual, common, revelatory, and longitudinal (p. 49). For
this investigation, the common case rationale fits the aim of the study since the intention is “to
capture the circumstances and conditions of everyday situation” (p. 50). This everyday situation
in Colombia for the purpose of this investigation, is internal displacement. In addition, Yin
(2018) proposes two types of research designs for case studies, holistic or embedded. Holistic
single-case design refers to a single unit of analysis. The embedded single-case design allows for
multiple units of analysis which is a part of the original case (p. 52). The main unit of study of
this case is the displaced family whose child or children attend Escuela María Perlaza. The
subunit of analysis are the female care givers of the family. These can be the mothers,
grandmothers, sisters, aunts, madrinas (godmothers),4 primas (female cousins) or any other
female relatives or friends. The intention behind this subunit of analysis is to explore the
intersectionality of gender and displacement in this single-case study since research has
demonstrated that displacement affects females differently than their male counterparts (Arias &
Ruiz, 2002; Bonilla, 2010). Fuentes (2013) demonstrates the importance of “focus[ing] in on the

4

In the Catholic faith and in Colombia, a madrina typically plays an active role in the upbringing of the child and
would assume the role of the mother in her absence. There is even a name in Spanish for the relationship between
madre (mother) and madrina (godmother), comadre.
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intentional, contested, and symbolic spaces where motherhood served as a site of resistance and
solidarity” (p. 305). This rationale is echoed by the Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and
Security (GIWPS) when they assert that to “advance gender equality and empower all women
and girls, not only to support fundamental human rights, but as a key foundation for a peaceful,
prosperous, and sustainable world” (Klugman, Nagel, & Viollaz, 2021, p. 17).
Research Setting
This study focuses specifically on displaced families whose children attend the public
school Escuela María Perlaza (EMP) in the city of Cali, Colombia. The school is coeducational
and includes preschool (ages 2 and a half until four and half) through 5th grade. After 5th grade
the children have the option of continuing their studies in the public system through different
alternatives that include technical, academic, or vocational schools. After completing 5th grade,
the children typically go onto the Normal Farallones (6th grade through 9th grade) where they
obtain bachillerato pedagógico (a pedagogical high school diploma for those who want to
become a teacher). Some go to Liceo Departamental, a public high school where they obtain a
bachillerato clássico (a high school diploma required to attend college). A few attend a
vocational private Catholic school if they qualify through the Talentos program. Escuela María
Perlaza is one of seven schools that are feeders to the Normal Farallones. Escuela María Perlaza
is a public school located in the barrio Nacional, Comuna 3, placing it in estrato 1 y 2. Estrato in
Colombia reflects the socioeconomic classification of neighborhoods of the government which
determines the taxes to be collected and the allocation of public services (Departamento
Administrativo Nacional de Estadística, 2021). The socioeconomic status of a barrio is
determined in a scale from 0-6, with 0 being the lowest estrato. It is important to know that
barrios of different estratos can be a part of the same comuna. This is key since access to public
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services and infrastructure is determined by the estrato of the barrio independently of the
comuna. Wide income disparities within the same comuna, which is connected to access to
public services. The closing of these gaps typically involves private nonprofit organizations
partnering with public institutions.
Escuela María Perlaza is a public school and it is unique due to its origins. Founded in
1963 by alumni of the private school Liceo Benalcázar (my alma mater, please see positionality
of the researcher section), María Perlaza was initially a private nonprofit organization serving the
most vulnerable urban population in the city. In 2008, María Perlaza merged with the public
education system creating a hybrid of the private and public sector, with Escuela Sede María
Perlaza being a public school and Corporación María Perlaza representing the private sector. The
current school operates under the public system guided by the Secretaría de Educación de Cali
(the city’s school district) and is staffed with public school teachers. For this investigation, the
name that the families use to refer to the school, María Perlaza, will be used.
The nonprofit organization, Corporación María Perlaza, assists the school with the
extracurricular activities that the public system does not cover. These extracurricular activities
include: counseling services, a library, art classes, environmental education, English instruction
(in the Colombian public education system, English instruction is not available until high
school), coding, and Programa Talentos. The Talentos program identifies students that have the
inclination and capacity to attend a vocational private Catholic school. Corporación María
Perlaza covers 50% of their tuition (30% the private school and 20% the family) while students
attend the private vocational school and provides support services to facilitate the transition to
the private school system, including the option of attending college. The Corporación María
Perlaza is a grassroots nonprofit organization that raises funds through a variety of activities such
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as pulguero (a flea market where donations are accepted and sold with profits assisting the
school) and pintar para educar (a program that transforms María Perlaza’s children’s art into
stationery to be sold within the Cali community).
The nonprofit’s strong connections to the city of Cali have allowed them to expand their
board of directors to other caleños (people living in Cali) who are committed to social justice,
including but not limited to alumni of Liceo Benalcázar (Perlaza, 2020). In addition, currently
the Corporación María Perlaza follows the families closely making sure that their needs are met
during COVID-19 providing mercados (groceries) and ensuring that they have access to internet
and computers for online instruction. Since the coding SCRATCH program, led by the nonprofit,
required the students to have a computer and some level of digital knowledge, when the
pandemic arrived, the María Perlaza students were in a unique position, compared to their
counterparts in other public schools, to be able to transition to online learning. As stated earlier,
this kind of partnership between private and public institutions is common in Colombia even for
access to public services such as education in the case of Corporación María Perlaza (private)
and Escuela María Perlaza (public).
Participants
Committed to Smith’s (2012) warning of not doing harm, the selection of the participants
was voluntary. This research design and implementation was a collective effort of the researcher
working closely with the principal and school psychologist. Their expertise and knowledge drove
the selection process to ensure that the participant families were in a position to participate with
the option of declining to continue if it was not a good fit, ensuring that the participation in this
study was voluntary. This project included a total of 15 families who fit the desplazados
description that encompasses the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
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definition of IDPs, along with the demographic information of the school. In addition, the
principal, the Corporación board president, school psychologist, and three teachers were
interviewed for a total of 21 interviews—15 with families and 6 with school personnel. The
family unit description will be anchored on Páez-Martínez’ (2017) definintion “as a a nucleus
that is changing and diverse. The family is also permeable to contexts…sensible to economic
changes that come from migration, armed conflict, gender and violence issues” (p. 825).
Leaving economic reasons out of the definition of internally displaced in Colombia is not
accurate since most of the displaced families in Colombia are not able to return to their former
communities since they their prior livelihoods have been obliterated (Asher, 2009, p. 165). The
official definition of internally displaced people is incomplete not only for the international
statistical tracking but also within Colombian borders (Lasso, 2013). For this reason, this
investigation expands the definition of internally displaced persons to include those families who
were forced to move, regardless if they have registered with the Colombian government, and/or
do not fit the global accepted definition of IDPs. The “family” description is intentionally vague
to allow the main caregiver—whether the mother, father, older brother, older sister, grandparent,
aunt, uncle, or godparent—to be the participant. This accounts for multiple fluid family types in
situations of displacement.
This investigation was centered around families whose children attend María Perlaza. 15
families were interviewed with all the caregivers being adult female including mothers, aunts,
sisters, and grandmothers and only one father who participated in the interview with the mother
of their children. Six staff members were interviewed including academic director, art instructor,
school psychologist, board president, science teacher and preschool teacher. Table 1 depicts the
participants of the study with five categories. Relationship to student speaks to the caregiver
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being a mother, father, grandparent, aunt, sister. Connection to María Perlaza refers to the
multiple roles that the participant plays at the school, such as parent, teacher, staff, leadership,
alumni with the option of being multiple. Cabeza de familia was a category that emerged as it
describes that the caregiver is the head of the household implying that this person is responsible
for the wellbeing of the family members including economic and others. The number of
migrations came up when the participants were asked how or when they arrived to Cali. These
migrations include cities, towns, departamentos, resguardos Indígena5s (Indigenous land) and
countries. One participant’s story, a mother, had migrated from Palmira to Cali and the
grandmother had migrated from Buga to Palmira with different waves of migration for different
family members. Once they family had settled in Cali, there were multiple migrations withing
the city to different barrios and comunas seeking access to employment or housing or
transportation. Minority / Vulnerable population refers to how each participant identified herself
/ himself including, Indigenous, Afro-Colombian, or victim of conflict. To protect the privacy of
the participants this category only establishes how the participant self identifies.
Instrumentation and Data Collection Plan
Yin (2018) emphasizes the importance of having multiple sources of evidence that complement
each other which will strengthen the case study research. For this investigation, six sources of
evidence were be used for this single-case study: documents, archival records, interviews, direct
observations, physical artifacts, and interactive storytelling prompt.

5

Resguardos are a special autonomous legal and sociopolitical institutions formed by one or more Indigenous
communities (Ministerio de Cultura, 1995) similar to the reservations in the United States.
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Table 1
Research Study participants
Participant
(pseudonym)

Relationship to
student(s)

Connection to
María Perlaza

Head of
Household

1 María
2 Gloria
3 Elisa / Adolfo
4 Ligia

Mother
Mother / Aunt
Mother / Father
Mother / Aunt /
Alumni
Mother
Mother
Mother
Mother / Aunt
Mother / Sister
Mother /
Stepmom
Sister

Parent
Parent / Alumni
Parent
Parent

5 Ana
6 Dora
7 Fabiola
8 Yolanda
9 Nora
10 Socorro
11 Carmen
12 Isabel

14 Margarita
15 Elena

Mother /
Alumni
Grandmother /
Mother
Mother
Mother

16 Pilar
17 Juliana
18 Cristina
19 Patricia
20 Mónica
21 Fernanda

Teacher
Teacher
Staff
Leadership
Leadership
Teacher

13 Lucy

Y
Y
N
N

Number
of
Migration
s
3
1
2
2

Minority
/
Vulnerab
le Groups
Y
N
N
N

Parent
Parent
Parent
Parent
Parent
Parent

Y
Y
Y
Y
N
Y

2
1
4
0
2
1

Y
Y
Y
N
N
Y

Staff /
Caregiver
Parent

Y

2

N

N

5

Y

Staff /
Caregiver
Staff / Parent
Staff /
Caregiver
Parent / Teacher
Teacher
Staff
Staff
Staff
Teacher

Y

1

N

Y
N

2
1

N
N

Y
N
Y
Y
N
N/A

2
1
2
1
1
1

N
N
N
N
Y
Y

Note: Minority vulnerable groups refers to self-identification by participant as one of the
Colombian government’s minorities belonging to Indigenous groups, Afro-Colombians,
Venezuelan migrants and / or RUV (registered victims of armed conflict)
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The data collection phase of the project was designed to match the Colombian academic
calendar. Escuela María Perlaza operates under Calendario A, with the school year starting in
January and finishing in November. This timeline was envisioned while we are navigating a new
normal under COVID-19, and the following plan reflects conducting research during a
pandemic. Dates are subject to change following the school district (Secretaría de Educación de
Cali) guidelines for COVID-19. Table 2 depicts the details of the timeline of the data collection
plan.
Documents
School documents were collected and analyzed. These include but are not limited to
demographic information from the school district, internal reports, news articles, grant writing
proposals, and press releases. According to Yin (2018) “the most important use of
documentation is to corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” (p. 115).
Table 2
Timeline of the Data Collection
Date
June & July 2021
August 2021
September 2021
October 2021
November /
December 2021

Activity
Interviews of Staff & Families & transcriptions
Interviews of Staff & Families & transcriptions / Observation #1
Document /archival analysis, make up interviews & transcriptions
/ Observation #2
Coding / Analysis
Conclusion and Validation Panel Revisions

Archival Records
Multiple archival records were used to inform this case study. The collection of archival
records includes tax documents filed by Corporación María Perlaza as a nonprofit organization,
government data from the Ministerio de Educación (MEN) and the city of Cali. In the historical
moment of the implementation of the 2016 peace accord, a multitude of public records of the
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transitional and restorative justice are being produced at the time of this writing. These include
but are not limited to the Centro de Memoria Histórica (center for historical memory), Comisión
de Verdad (truth commission) and testimonies of JEP (transitional justice organism)
(ColombiaPaz, 2019). These documents of the transitional and restorative justice overlap and
expand on the situation of IDPs in the city of Cali providing a deeper understanding of the
current realities on the ground.
Interviews
For the data collection process, semi-structured, one-on-one, in-depth interviews were
conducted via the online teleconference platform Zoom, allowing for one hour per interview on
average with some interviews taking up to two hours and some 40 minutes. The University of
San Francisco Zoom account was used for this purpose. The interviews with the families were
conducted first. The interviews with the school principal, teachers, and psychologist were
conducted after the families. The interviews were conducted during weekdays accounting for los
puentes (Colombian 3-day holiday weekends). The date and time of the interviews were
scheduled according to the availability of the families. Communication between the families and
the researcher took place utilizing the platform WhatsApp chat to set up the date and time of the
interview or to reschedule if the need arose (please see Appendix B).
For this investigation, the participants were selected utilizing purposeful sampling
expanded with a homogenous sampling strategy. According to Creswell (2012), for qualitative
inquiry, in purposeful sampling the researcher “intentionally selects individuals and sites to learn
or understand the central phenomenon” (p. 206). In addition, one of the strategies of purposeful
sampling is homogenous sampling which Creswell (2012) describes as when “the researcher
purposefully samples individuals or sites based on membership in a subgroup that has defining
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characteristics” (p. 208). The homogenous sampling strategy for this single-case study was
beneficial as the internally displaced people in Colombia share some distinct characteristics as
newcomers to the city of Cali with children enrolled in María Perlaza.
Observations
In addition, two observations took place virtually when family-school activities are
scheduled and coordinated with school principal, counselor and teacher. For these two virtual
observations, the researcher was a non-participant observer which Creswell (2012) defines as “an
observer who visits a site and records notes without becoming involved in the activities of the
participants” (pp. 214-215). Field notes, “texts (words) recorded by the researcher during an
observation of a qualitative study” (Creswell, 2012, p. 217) was used to document the
observations. Both descriptive and reflective field notes were used for this research project.
Creswell (2012) defines descriptive field notes as the act of recording “the description of the
events, activities, and people” (p. 217), in other words, what happened during the observation.
Reflective notes on the other hand reflect the thoughts, ideas or themes that come up for the
researcher. Please see Appendix F for field observations template.
The first virtual observation took place on August 20, 2021, at 3 pm Colombia time (1
pm San Francisco, CA time). The class was clase de pensamiento crítico y literario (critical
thinking literacy class) for fourth grade students. Zoom link for virtual instruction was sent out
via WhatsApp by teacher at 6 am on the same day of the class and a second text at 10 am the
teacher greets students and reminds them of the upcoming class. As a researcher, I had been
granted access to the chat by school administration. The length of the observation was one hour.
The participants of the virtual class were six fourth grade students, the teacher, the school
technology facilitator (at the beginning) and the researcher. The second virtual observation took
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place during music class on September 21 at 2pm Colombia time (12 pm San Francisco time) for
third and fourth grade students. The length of the observation was one hour. The participants of
the virtual class were seven students, the teacher, and the researcher.
Artifacts
Yin (2018) posits that artifacts collected or observed in a case study can expand the
study. Inspired by the effort of the Truth Commission of Colombia who is using artifacts to
collect data on Colombians in exile as a part of the peace process (Centro Nacional de Memoria
Histórica, 2021), this researcher is duplicating this effort for the internally displaced families of
this case study. During the interview process, one of the questions (see Appendix B, Research
Question 3) requests the participant to share on the video call an object that they took with them
during their departure and elaborate its significance.
Interactive Storytelling Prompt: Tú y Yo: Cuento Interactivo
In addition, another document created and adapted for this project, Tú y Yo: Cuento
Interactivo, (You and Me: Interactive Storytelling) was distributed among families with the help
of the school principal and counselor (see Appendix D & E). On a voluntary basis, 6 of the 15
families shared their Cuento with the researcher, by sending pictures via WhatsApp of the pages.
The voluntary option of sharing the Cuento with the researcher is intentional and grounded in
decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 2012) utilizing interactive visual methodologies (Fontaine
& Luttrell, 2015). The rationale for this approach is two-fold. The main reason is to do no harm
while honoring the families if they decide not to share. The second reason involves honoring the
silences. As Colombia navigates the Peace Accord process the silences have been common.
These silences are present not only for the Colombians who are living in Colombia and
participating but also for those living in exile (Comisión de la Verdad, 2021). Respecting and
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honoring the silences of Colombian internally displaced families is at the center of this
investigation and envisioned as a healing part of the decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 2012).
Confidentiality with names and identifying markers will be upheld for the Cuentos.
Tú y yo: Cuento Interactivo de la Escuela María Perlaza is born out of the common
request of Colombian children to ask the adults in their lives, cuéntame un cuento, (tell me a
story). This interactive storytelling, as told by the child and main caregiver, is envisioned as a
part of the decolonizing academic intervention in an urban public school for Colombian children
who are seeking access to education in the city of Cali. This version of the interactive
storytelling is based on one pilot project that I conducted in 2019 at a different site in Cali where
rural children arrive to the city seeking access to health care, informed by Indigenous research
traditions around storytelling and storying (Lewis, 2011; McCormack, 2004). While most
research using storytelling as a methodology draws from stories told to the researcher, this
intervention is unique in that it documents the stories told between adults and children in the
same family utilizing prompts and a pedagogical tool developed by the researcher, and draws
from them as a source of data. This research instrument has three main objectives: (a) a healing
alternative for children and their caregivers where they can record their experiences; (b) a
pedagogical tool for instructors that are part of the academic intervention on site seeking to
interrupt coloniality; and (c) a resistance tool for the families centering the project around their
agency as they navigate the social services and educational system in Colombia while facing
forced displacement.
The creation and inquiry of Tú y yo: Cuento Interactivo de la Escuela María Perlaza is
anchored on Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s foundational work, Decolonizing Methodologies (Smith,
2012) and utilizes interactive visual methodologies (Fontaine & Luttrell, 2015), designed to open
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the door for alternative ways of understanding migration and displacement. Each component
corresponds to one or more of the Twenty-five Indigenous projects that include but are not
limited to testimonios, storytelling, representing, celebration, survival, connection, envisioning,
reframing, restoring, returning, naming, protecting, creating, negotiating, discovering, sharing,
and resistance. The details of the connections between the decolonizing project and Tú y Yo:
Cuento Interactivo are present since the beginning with the title page, Tú y Yo, by using tú
instead of formal usted as the second singular pronoun which makes El Cuento more personal
and relatable since it is a dialogue between child and mother/father or child and care giver. The
wording in Contado por (told by) challenges the dominant narrative of the written word and
opens the possibility for a story to be told and celebrates the oral traditions and other forms of
literacy. The idea is that the child writes his/her name on the cover and he or she is the narrator,
decentering the traditional academic intervention where the textbooks or books are provided
instead of created.
Following the principles of universal design for learning (Cast, 2021), an audio file was
included with the directions of El Cuento. The audio file welcomes other types of learners and
accounts for all in the spectrum of written literacy. The entire El Cuento is a testimonio of each
child and her/his family. The page Yo me llamo… (my name is) brings forward the story behind
the child’s name as well as the adult’s name allowing for multiple identities of the child and the
adult that transcend the official names of government documents. It also includes the different
names used at home, by friends, nicknames. The migration story is explored on different pages,
Vine con (I arrived with), Antes vivίa (before I lived with ….) and Mi viaje a Cali (my journey to
Cali) with the idea of acknowledging their journey to the city of Cali as told by their very own
experience through the eyes of the child and the adult since their migration story is tied to their
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migration but it means more than geography and an economic transaction. In addition, by asking
what they liked to do before arriving to Cali (antes me gustaba) and contrasting it with Now I
like (Ahora me gusta), it acknowledges the reality of a life before Cali and a new normal after
migration and the current reality as newcomers. Connections are celebrated on Mis amigos son
(my friends are) and En la casa vivimos (at home we live). In the English language it is difficult
to capture the careful word choices in Spanish for each page. For instance, En la casa vivimos is
used since it could be translated at “At home we live,” but by making the prompt “En la casa” (at
home) instead of “en mi casa” (in my house), it steered away from the topic of home ownership
which is not a reality for many Colombians and it also acknowledges intergenerational
households.
Asking about games, food, and music is intended to open the intergenerational dialogue
between the child and the adult and also to learn what is important for both of them to share and
protect and celebrate their own stories. Given the trying circumstances of forced displacement
for a child and the implications for each family careful attention was paid -working with the
school counselor- when asking about their struggles (Lo más difícil es...). This question was
envisioned as part of the restoring process that includes healing at the physical, emotional and
spiritual level and discovering what is present but potentially avoided given the difficulty of
speaking of children’s trauma due to forced displacement. Envisioning becomes a goal and is
recreated when asking about a dream for a future. Again, here a careful choice of words was
selected by asking about their dreams (Sueño con …) with specific questions about what would
you like to do tomorrow, next week, when you return home and allowing the possibility of
another future, of returning home even if that is not a reality, creating and celebrating a survival
story for the child and the adult. It also allows for cosmology of Indigenous groups that a part of
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the Colombian fabric that includes other cosmovision (Tombé, 2011). The entire Cuento is
envisioned as representation of each child and his or her family as they create their own stories,
celebrate their experiences, name their world and dream of another future that is possible for
them and only them.
Two formats of El Cuento were available, one printed for those who could read Spanish
and a digital version with voice recording to assist those who are in the process of acquiring
written literacy aiming for inclusion of the vulnerable population and opening the door for
multiple literacies. The written and audio directions for the creation of the interactive storytelling
book were conceived for ages 5-8 and a literacy level of first and second grade and it avoids
asking the literacy level of the adults which might be uncomfortable for some. In future versions
Indigenous languages should be incorporated since Escuela María Perlaza has already welcomed
children from Indigenous groups such as the Misak, Nasa and Quichua communities.
Data Sources and Research Questions
Once the data was collected, this researcher followed Creswell’s (2012) six steps to
analyze and interpret the data: (a) prepare and organize the data, (2) explore and code the data,
(3) code to build descriptions and themes, (4) represent and report qualitative findings (5)
Interpret the findings and (6) validate the accuracy of the findings. Table 3 represents the
connection between the research questions and the data sources linked to each.
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Table 3
Research Questions and Data Sources
Research Questions (RQ)
RQ1: What are the strategies used by an urban
public PK-5th grade school to connect and reach our
to the vulnerable families of the school?
RQ2: What experiences do internally displaced
families have in an urban PK-5th grade school?
RQ3: How do the internally displaced families
share their migration stories (Cuentos Criollos)?

RQ4: How can these Cuentos Criollos inform our
understanding of school-community relationships?

Data Source
• Interviews with families and school staff
• Observations
• Documents
• Archival
• Interviews with families and school staff
• Observations
• Documents
• Interviews with families and school staff
• Documents
• Artifacts
• Interactive Storytelling prompt
• Interviews with families and school staff
• Observations

Ethical Considerations
Protection of Human Subjects
The researcher applied to the University of San Francisco Institutional Review Board
(IRB) and the researcher followed the university’s protocols. Informed consent letters in Spanish
were sent directly to the to the families prior to the interviews with the school providing the
contact information of the families to the researcher (See Appendix C -Adult Consent Letter). In
addition, the researcher provided an audio version of the informed consent letter to account for
all levels of literacy in Spanish. With the permission of the participants, the videos and/or audio
were recorded of each interview and transcribed after the interview. The participants were given
the option to turn the camera off during the Zoom virtual interview. To protect the confidentiality
of the participants, the participants were assigned pseudonyms by the researcher. The key to the
participants’ names is kept in a Word document with password protection only known to the
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researcher. Any information that might identify the participant has been carefully edited out. All
information is stored on a password-protected computer and any printouts in a locked file
cabinet. Consent forms and any other identifiable data will be destroyed in 2 years from the date
of data collection.
Validity and Reliability
In designing a reliable case study, Yin (2018) highlights the importance of developing a
case protocol and creating a case study data base. For this investigation, the researcher has
developed a case protocol that covers the overview of the case study, the data collection
procedures for the five sources of evidence, protocol questions that guide the researcher and an
outline of the final case report. In addition, a case study database has been created with the
flexibility to expand as data is collected (please see Appendix A). Yin (2018) outlines the three
tactics to construct validity for a case research study, using multiple sources of evidence, to
establish a chain of evidence, and have key informants review the draft case study report (p. 44).
As stated earlier, six sources of evidence were used for this single-case research study:
documents, interviews, observations, artifacts, archival data, and the interactive storytelling
prompt. Data triangulation of the multiple data sources was used to achieve convergence of
evidence to corroborate the findings (Yin, 2018, pp. 128-129).
The chain of evidence outlined by Yin (2018, p. 135) was the main guideline for this
research. The chain of evidence links case study findings with the case research questions,
tracing each step of the research process to the case study database, the citations of the evidence
and the case study protocol. One key informant, the school counselor, supported the design of the
research instruments. Mainly, the key informant worked closely with the researcher in the
selection of participants ensuring not to do harm (Smith, 2012). The main idea was to protect the
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wellbeing of the families and facilitate the research process. The second key informant was Dr.
Emma Fuentes, professor at University of San Francisco, one the committee members for this
dissertation. Her academic and personal background along with Spanish fluency were a sounding
board throughout the research design, implementation and analysis of the findings.
Background / Positionality of the Researcher
This research project brought me home. To my land. To the city of Cali where I grew up.
And to María Perlaza the sister school of my school, Liceo Benalcázar, where I attended
kindergarten through high school. I am continuing my academic journey in the same place where
it started. The stories of Liceo and María Perlaza are intertwined. Founded in 1936, Liceo
Benalcázar, was the first school in Valle del Cauca to offer girls access to a high school
education. The Liceo alumni were aware that the privilege of education was not available to all
segments of society and, as a response, founded María Perlaza to serve the marginalized
population in Barrio Nacional. Driven by a commitment to social justice, since 1963, Liceo
students and alumni have been a part of the María Perlaza’s journey sharing resources, teachers,
counselors, and coaches. After the 2008 public-private hybrid agreement, the Liceo community
continues its commitment to Escuela María Perlaza through the Corporación María Perlaza, the
nonprofit organization created to support the public school.
In addition to my connection to María Perlaza, I have worked extensively in different
capacities with other nonprofit organizations that assist the most vulnerable. This work with
Fundación Casa Colombia, Fundación Paz y Bien, Fundación Divina Providencia, Fundación
Club Farallones, Fundación Paz y Bien and the Catholic archdiocese of Cali, has revealed the
multiple Colombias that coexist and the complexity of the situations in the urban and rural
settings. Through my experience with these organizations on the ground, I have witnessed the
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challenges for many Colombians to have access to basic needs such as health care, education,
and social services not only in Cali but throughout other regions of Colombia. Growing up in
Cali allowed me to experience and witness the social inequalities present in Colombian society.
My school bus ride unveiled the extremes of the city and our community projects at Liceo were a
call to action for social transformation. In this context of multiple worlds coexisting within the
same urban settings is where my work begins.
The coexistence of contrasting realities is not only a physical space but also an intangible
space where power dynamics are present. We as Colombians unconsciously navigate these
physical and intangible webs of socioeconomic structures. We know what to say and to whom.
We are constantly code-switching, matching our words and demeanor to the context and the
audience. As a Colombian scholar doing research from an American university, I was keenly
aware of the power dynamics present when I asked the participants to share their stories, their
cuentos. Because it exists within the larger Colombian context, María Perlaza is a space where
power dynamics that mirror the national norm, are present. Because of this, as I conducted my
research, I did so with my own lived experience as a filter. The fact that I am an alumna from
the school that founded María Perlaza, created a constant tension. I attended a private school
while the María Perlaza families are in a public school. And yet it is not as simple as opposites,
private versus public education. There are nuances. It is complex and messy. It involves urban
settings and rural settings, an understanding of the center and the periphery, and the use of coded
language where displacement means not just migration but also the unthinkable. As I conducted
this research, I worked to understand and navigate these nuances and power dynamics in order to
build trust with the participants in my study, and to explore and understand their cuentos in a
way that honor their stories.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS PART I
The purpose of this research was to explore the experiences of Colombian internally
displaced families whose children attend Escuela María Perlaza, a public school in Cali,
Colombia. Founded in 1963, María Perlaza serves the most vulnerable population in Comuna 3,
mostly from el Barrio Nacional, estratos 1 and 2.6 This research amplifies the voices of families
who have become The Other in Colombia, due to internal displacement. These students and their
families represent a cross-section of the Colombian population including marginalized groups
that include Afro-Colombians, Indigenous groups, campesinos, Venezolanos, and returned
migrants (Venezuelan children of Colombian parents who have returned to Colombia). These
groups share the common denominator of being forcibly displaced, los desplazados, and are part
of a larger group seeking a better future in the city of Cali (Perlaza, 2020). Utilizing a single-case
study, this research explores the migration journeys of María Perlaza families, and the impact of
these journeys on their experiences at the school. The findings of this study may be used to
inform Colombian educators in designing a new approach to developing school-family
relationships for los desplazados and other internally displaced families living in Colombia’s
urban centers.
Overview of methodology, participants, and research site
Four research questions guided this qualitative single case study exploring the
experiences of internally displaced families attending Escuela María Perlaza. The research
questions included:

6

Reflecting the Colombian government designation for individuals who are below the poverty line (DANE, 2021).
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•

Research Question 1: What are the strategies used by an urban public PK-5th grade
school to connect and reach out to the vulnerable families of the school?

•

Research Question 2: What experiences do internally displaced families have in an urban
PK-5th grade school?

•

Research Question 3: How do the internally displaced families share their migration
stories (Cuentos Criollos)?

•

Research Question 4: How can these Cuentos Criollos (stories) inform our understanding
of school-community relationships?
In order to gather data to answer these questions, six different methods were used

including: interviews, observations, documents review, archival research, artifact analysis, and
interactive storytelling, using a tool called Tú y Yo: Cuento Interactivo. The research took place
virtually with interviews and classroom observations conducted via Zoom. The 21 interviews,
conducted between July and September of 2021, included 15 interviews with families and six
interviews with school staff members. Two virtual classroom observations took place during
Pensamiento Critico Literario (fourth grade Critical Literacy Thinking for students) and Music
class (for third and fourth grade students). The researcher also obtained permission to be a
nonparticipant observer in four student-facing WhatsApp chats. The documents, archives, and
artifacts reviewed included: (a) the 2021 strategic plan (Plan Estratégico María Perlaza Año
2021); (b) documents related to the solidarity partnership with Buenaventura (Solidaridad
Buenaventura) and Convenio de Trabajo Colaborativo entre la Corporación María Perlaza y La
Fundación Creeser; (c) archival records from the local government document (Alcaldía de Cali),
local newspaper reports about the school and the population it serves, and public documents
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from Colombia’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission; (d) artifacts such as photographs,
religious memorabilia and heirlooms.
Finally, interactive storytelling was employed in order to interrupt the deficit narrative of
displacement and to hear the migration stories of the families at Perlaza. Cuento is a story and
criollo is an adjective that celebrates local knowledges and traditions. Tú y Yo: Cuento
Interactivo is anchored by the Decolonizing Methodologies of Smith (2012) and utilizes an
interactive visual methodology defined by Fontaine and Luttrell (2015). These Cuentos included
but were not limited to testimonios, storytelling, representing, celebration, survival, connection,
envisioning, reframing, restoring, returning, naming, protecting, creating, discovery, sharing and
resistance (Smith, 2012). The following sections describe the data collected through the Cuentos,
as well as through the other methods described above. This data can be understood by utilizing
Sen’s (2001) Capabilities Approach, and it is organized according to the themes that emerged
during the inquiry. The field notes of the virtual observation offer an opportunity to explore the
home-school relationship during the times of COVID-19 of the families of this study.
Vignette of Virtual Observation of Music Class
One by one, the tiles with student faces appeared on the right of the screen as
seven students joined the virtual class. The main screen showed a video of the
performance of the song Amanece (Herencia de Timbiquí, 2015) by the youth chorale
Colombia Canta y Encanta from Medellín. Listening to this song transported me back to
the Colombian Pacific coast. The teacher was holding her guitar in one of the Zoom tiles
as students entered the virtual class. The teacher smiled and the music set the tone for a
welcoming and happy learning virtual space. The teacher played the guitar and then
proceeded to call each student by name to warm up their voices by instructing them to
turn on their microphone when it was their turn. The teacher smiled and shared her
screen with the lyrics of the children’s song, ‘La Pájara Pinta.’
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I recognized two of the students; their mother was one the participants in the
interviews and the sisters were introduced to me before our interview just a few weeks
ago. I also recognized the house. I can see the tin roof that covers half the space and I
could see the rain falling behind them. The metal bars across the windows behind them
are also visible from the Zoom tiles. The sisters were sitting at the same table (in
disrepair) where their mother was when I interviewed her. I remember their mother
because she had explained to me that she was living at her ex-husband’s father’s house
with her four children. All five sleeping in one room. Before we started the interview, she
introduced her children to me. I was surprised to meet the girls again in the music class
observation.
In another square, I can see a woman working in a kitchen. I recognized her, she
is the mother of the student and was another of the participants of my interviews. Mother
and daughter are in the kitchen where the mother works as a maid. In the screen I
recognize the same kitchen where the mother sat during our interview. The kitchen is
large with white tiles and with high end appliances. I could see the mother serving food
to another adult (perhaps her employer?) and moving between the sink and the table
while the daughter attended the music class. At the end of the class, the teacher sang the
entire song, told the class that she would post the audio of the song in the WhatsApp chat
for them to practice at home. I received the post in the WhatsApp chat after class was
dismissed. The audio had the teacher singing the song in its entirety accompanied by the
guitar. The students looked happy after the 50- minute afterschool music class.
--Excerpt from Class Observation fieldnotes, September 21, 2021

María Perlaza: Más que una escuela
A common sentiment revealed by the analysis of the data collected for this study is
illustrated by the statement, “María Perlaza es más que una escuela,” which translates as “María
Perlaza is more than just a school.” In order to understand this sentiment, the findings of this
study are grouped into two themes: (1) school as a community hub; and (2) school as a second
home.
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Within each theme, three subthemes emerged. In this chapter, under the theme of school as a
community hub, the subthemes related to opportunity, adversity, and relationships are discussed.
In Chapter Five, under the second theme, school as a second home, the subthemes of migration,
cuentos, and silences are explored. Taken together, the data presented and analyzed in these two
chapters demonstrates how “María Perlaza es más que una escuela.” Figure 2 outlines the
themes of the findings.
Figure 2
Cuentos Criollos Research Findings Main Themes
Opportunities
School as
community hub

Adversity

Relationships

Migration

School as a
second home
Cuentos

School as a Community Hub
Individually and in the aggregate, the stories told by the participants of this study
described the school’s welcoming approach. This approach was one of the factors that allowed
the families to survive and even thrive despite displacement. These stories also demonstrated
how the school goes even further in order to support the most vulnerable families. One of these
stories was told by Socorro who is from a small-town north of Cali. She moved to Cali following
her sister’s footsteps to work in a factory. Socorro worked in the factory for five years then
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stopped after her first pregnancy. She now has four children ages 15, 10, and twins who are eight
years old. She is no longer with the father of her children but lives in the house of her expartner’s Dad, with paternal grandfather and aunt. The father is from Yumbo, and remains there.
However the father’s two oldest children, from a previous relationship, attended María Perlaza
and are now studying at the university. Socorro wants the same for her own four children.
When asked her about her time in her hometown, Socorro spoke of longing for the finca
where they lived, the open fields and her favorite soup, sancocho de gallina, chicken soup from
Valle. But she’s quick to say that she cannot return to the Valle until her children finish their
studies. While she would like to move to a place of her own, Socorro planned to stay with her
children’ paternal grandparents because of their proximity to school, and because María Perlaza
offers after school program which helps them academically and with extended childcare. She
expressed her gratitude to María Perlaza for being a source of social, financial, and academic
support for her and for her children. She also shared that she liked helping out the afterschool
math program on her day off because she always like math and loves being in the school where
she feels welcome. Socorro’s cuento explored barriers to higher education and the ways in
which family structures shift in response to displacement. María Perlaza adjusts to these
different family structures, and recognizes that, as in this case, both nuclear and extended family
often all care for the children in a family. It also helps these families to realize their dreams of
higher education for their children. Socorro’s story is not unique. Her story is reminiscent of the
stories shared by other participants of this study, explaining how María Perlaza’s welcoming
approach allows the school families to see the school as community hub.
In a different example of the school as community hub, Ana shared how she appreciated
the extracurricular activities and the academic support from the school as her son moved on to
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high school. While Socorro enjoyed the helping in the math classes, Ana appreciated the art
classes. It is key to understand that it is not common in Colombia to have a strong collaboration
between the families and the school. While some families benefited directed from academic
support, there were other stories that spoke to a comprehensive support that went beyond the
school walls. For example, Yolanda shared how María Perlaza encourages parents to take on
leadership roles. Yolanda is the mother in charge of one of the WhatsApp chats, which is an
important tool used by many in the María Perlaza community. Engaging family members in
authentic leadership roles such as this, cements strong relationships between the school and the
families, built on trust and respect.
These relationships enable the school to offer more support to the most vulnerable
families. This was the case for Carmen and her family. Carmen became the caregiver for her
younger brother after their aunt, who had raised Carmen and her brother, died from COVID. At
the time of our interview, they were facing eviction, food insecurity and custody battles. With the
help of the school, Carmen was eventually able to navigate the legal system as the caregiver for
her brother, and to apply to college. The counselor, social worker and others connected to María
Perlaza deployed all their resources to address Carmen’s family issues. With the school’s help
Carmen will be able to fulfill her dream of going to college while taking on the responsibilities
of become a caregiver for her brother. Carmen’s story, like the stories of Socoro, Ana, and
Yolanda, demonstrate how María Perlaza’s welcoming approach supports displaced families to
thrive, even in the most dire of circumstances.
This section explores the strategies used by María Perlaza to serve families living in
estratos one, two and three, who live mostly in barrio Libertadores and barrio Nacional, along
with families who live in comunidades de ladera, unincorporated settlements. Data collected for
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this study demonstrates that these families conceptualize María Perlaza school as community
hub. As a hub, the school provides academic and other family support services, including
counseling, speech therapy, and social work, for children and their families. In addition, the
school seeks to understand and address the carencias, or basic needs, of these families; when
possible, the school also addresses other issues related to displacement such as violence, and
food and housing insecurity. Finally, as a community hub, María Perlaza provides a space for
building relationships between and among María Perlaza, the families it serves, and the broader
local community. The following sections describe each of the three themes in detail.
Figure 3
School as a community for hub for María Perlaza’s families
Academic Suport
Opportunities
Family Support
Services
Experiences of
Displacement
School as
Community Hub

Adversity

Basic needs

Technology

Internal
Relationships
External

Opportunities
María Perlaza offers its families many opportunities that are not readily accessible
through other public institutions. These opportunities can be grouped into two main categories:
academic supports and family support services. Academic supports include the Semillero
(preschool through 2nd grade), Talentos (3rd through 5th grade) and Horizontes (high school and
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beyond) programs. Family support services include access to counseling services, speech therapy
and transportation. The data collected for this study demonstrate that the training and vast
experience of the teachers and staff is a key component that enables María Perlaza to provide this
rich array of supports. In addition to providing direct support to children and their families, the
services provided by the school also strengthen school-family and community-family relations.
Both the academic and family support services are discussed in detail below.
Academic Supports. María Perlaza offers three main programs, Semillero, Talentos,
and Horizontes, which are designed to enhance the academic experience of students. Semillero
is the name of the early childhood program. The program includes an academic early childhood
program rooted in Montessori philosophy and pedagogy, with instruction aiming for a holistic
child-centered approach (CMP Plan Estratégico, 2021).7 Semillero also provides academic
support for transición (the equivalent of kindergarten), and for students in first and second
grades. Talentos, which serves students in third, fourth, and fifth grades, is an afterschool
program with different classes including art, music, pensamiento crítico literario (critical reading
skills), English language instruction, and a computer coding class that teaches the coding
language called Scratch (CMP Plan Estratégico, 2021). It is worth noting that many of these
supports are not made available to younger children within the traditional public educational
system, as they are at María Perlaza.

7

The Semillero program also recently welcomed and enrolled 40 preschool students of the Quichua Indigenous
group, along with their Gobernadora (Interview, S4, August 5, 2021; Interview S5, August 6, 2021, Interview S6,
September 15, 2021). Even though the law includes provisions for the assistance and support of Indigenous groups
in Cali, the Quichua face ongoing discrimination and barriers to public education (Interview S5, August 6, 2021,
Interview S6, September 15, 2021). María Perlaza is working with the Quichua to preserve their cultural and
linguistic traditions, and at the time of this writing, María Perlaza was coordinating the logistics to provide
Montessori training for the Quichua Gobernadora.

89

Horizontes is the support program for graduates of María Perlaza, as they enter high
school and beyond. Horizontes provides academic support, and assists students with college
admission, job searches, and navigating the Colombian bureaucratic system in order to access
public services. The Horizontes program also hosts a virtual academic support program, called
Horizontes Fronteras, for those students who have left María Perlaza but still rely on the school’s
support. A former María Perlaza family, now residing in Venezuela, testified to the power and
importance of this virtual connection to María Perlaza. The mother of this family, Isabel, shared
that her high school students now study in Venezuela but still attend afternoon classes in
Colombia, via Horizontes Fronteras.8 The Horizontes Fronteras program transcends borders and
allows students no longer enrolled in María Perlaza to maintain their connection to the María
Perlaza community and to access the academic supports provided by María Perlaza. In order to
provide these academic supports, María Perlaza partners with different public and private
institutions in order to secure the funding for each program (CMP Plan Estratégico, 2021).
Family Support Services. The second category of supports provided by María Perlaza
include access to health care, transportation, and technology. Health care opportunities include
access to the school psychologist, a speech therapist and an occupational therapist, as well as the
opportunity to participate in the EmocionArte class. The services play an integral role at the
school. One of the mothers shared that when her son attended María Perlaza, he “counted on the
support of the psychologist and speech therapist” 9. This sentiment was echoed by another
caregiver, Elena, when describing access to the speech therapist and psychologist for her son.
Elena, explained that the Colombian public health system only authorizes five sessions for
speech therapy at a time, requiring the family to apply again for additional care. This

8
9

Ellos estudian aquí pero tienen sus tardes en Colombia…
Y cuando hemos tenido algun tipo de incovenientes, él cuenta con ayuda de psicóloga, de fonoaudióloga…
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bureaucratic obstacle makes it difficult to access consistent, regular health care through the
public system. For this family the continuity of speech therapy sessions was key to managing
their child’s speech impediment, which was exacerbated during the pandemic. Access to a
psychologist was also key for this family since the speech impediment has impacted the child’s
mental health which has deteriorated during online instruction. These examples demonstrate the
importance of the family support services, particularly for families who have experienced
displacement.
In addition to these wellness supports, at María Perlaza art is also envisioned as a form of
wellness. The EmocionArte class is used with children, who have experienced displacement, as
a healing instrument. The creative word EmocionArte is a play on words in Spanish linking the
the word emoción, emotion or excitement, to art. The art teacher, Juliana offers a space to create
art which has a calming effect not only for students but also for parents. A parent of a student in
the EmocionArte class shared the following: “through art, the children have expressed their
feelings and have been able to unload a little bit what they feel inside10. Another mother, Nora,
expressed her appreciation for the art class since her son is a visual learner. The EmocionArte
class demonstrates how the opportunities at María Perlaza go beyond academics and embrace a
holistic approach.
The holistic approach, embraced by María Perlaza, enables the school to provide a
variety of academic and family support services to students and their families. This is important
because the families at María Perlaza face many adversities, including the experience of being
displace and the ongoing to struggle to have their basic needs met. Despite these difficulties, the
families in the study identify María Perlaza as a community hub, and are both appreciative of

10

Entonces, a traves del arte los niños han expresado su sentir y se han desahogado un poco lo que sienten por
dentro y la oportunidad tambien de ir a la escuela, no estar todo el tiempo encerrado
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and rely on, support from the school. The next section describes the different types of adversity
faced by María Perlaza families, and includes a description of the ways in which the school
understands and responds to these challenges.
Adversity
The families who participated in this study experienced multiple dimensions of adversity
including the violence and trauma of displacement, and difficulty securing food and shelter.
Displacement comes in several forms and can include moves due to a death in the family,
violence in the home or surrounding community, or loss of Indigenous lands. As a result, many
families experience loss of employment which often leads to food and housing insecurity. These
different types of adversity experienced by the families at María Perlaza are often ongoing, and
in many cases generational. Navigating these difficult circumstances negatively impacts the
parents and caregivers of María Perlaza students.
Displacement. Experiences of displacement are a source of adversity for many families
at María Perlaza. For example, in one case the death of a parent resulted in the displacement of
the surviving family, as they moved from city to city seeking shelter with extended family. In
other cases, as with the participants Gloria, Lucy, Fabiola, Nora and Isabel, displacement was
caused by violent circumstances in the home, in the barrio, or the countryside. In other cases the
adversity was structural, including cases in which Indigenous Quichua families relocated to Cali
due to the loss of their ancestral land in Ecuador (Urrego, 2019; El Tiempo Cali, 2017). The
experience of displacement has other consequences for families as well, including difficulties
related to fulfilling basic needs, or carencias, such as employment, housing and food insecurity
Carencias. Carencias refers to the unmet basic needs of the families. These include food
and housing insecurity, as well as access to transportation, technology and employment. María
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Perlaza’s assessment of the needs of the families is summarized in the needs document entitled
Caracterización Socieconomica y Psicosocial de las Familias en la Corporación María Perlaza
(2021). This document provides a detailed summary of the demographic information of María
Perlaza families including the education level of parents, the number of people living under one
roof, and any disabilities among family members. The 2021 report exposes the dire
circumstances of the families, with the majority living in estratos 1,2 and 3 and 23% doubled up
in a home, living with a relative or friend. This report also highlights the dependency of the
families on the informal employment sector for their livelihoods meañng they are not formally
employed (Caracterización, 2021).
The findings of this report, related to housing insecurity, were confirmed by the
participants of this study. For example, Dora, a mother who participated in this study, shared her
described living in her place of employment as a housekeeper, after migrating from a resguardo
Indígena (autonomous Indigenous land) to seek employment at the age of 16. She and her
daughter have no relatives in the town and only leaving her place of employment during the
weekends. As mentioned earlier, Socorro, shared a story of living with four children in one
bedroom. Despite being separated from the father of her children, Socorro lived in her father-inlaw’s house while she works as kitchen staff at a restaurant. A third mother, Elisa, described how
flooding of their house was common, causing intermittent housing insecurity. In all of these
cases, María Perlaza was able to support the families. Aside from housing, other basic need of
families are often addressed by María Perlaza.
In addition to housing insecurity, the findings of Caracterización Socieconomica y
Psicosocial de las Familias en la Corporación María Perlaza (2021), demonstrate that many
families also experience food insecurity and inconsistent employment. Food insecurity is
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addressed by María Perlaza by providing mercados (groceries) and almuerzos (lunches)
Appreciation for the almuerzos were a common thread among the participants. Mercados were
also appreciated during the pandemic since many families were struggling to make ends meet
due to inconsistent opportunities for paid labor. Many families rely on the informal economy for
work, and this reliance was exacerbated when the Colombian government shut down all nonessential businesses in response to COVID-19. This contributed to increased rates of internal
displacement and housing insecurity, as families were forced to move away in search of work, or
in with relatives.
Technology. Finally, in addition to these basic needs, María Perlaza also attends to the
technology needs of students. While access to technology is not of the same importance as food
and shelter, it became akin to a basic need during the pandemic. Many families in this study
shared how María Perlaza was instrumental in obtaining laptops, desks and internet services for
students. This was of particular importance during the pandemic as it allowed student to access
to online instruction. However, even before the pandemic, María Perlaza already had a
technology development program in place. This program allowed the school to pivot to online
instruction only two days after the Colombian government closed schools due to COVID-19.
The ability of María Perlaza to identify the different types of adversity experienced by
students and their families, and to meet the needs created by these challenges, is a reflection of
the dedication and experience of the teachers, staff, and leadership at the school. The teachers at
the school have many years of experience, and are credentialed to do their work. In addition,
many teachers have specializations, such as in Montessori pedagogy and in the alternative
models developed by the Colombian NGO Escuela Nueva for rural communities (Bajaj & Vega,
2016). During the pandemic, teachers attended additional training for online instruction.
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Similarly, the counseling department staff are highly skilled and have extensive experience with
families in migration. Students and families benefit from this expertise and care in numerous
ways, and the participants in this study repeatedly shared examples of the meaningful
relationships and successful collaboration between María Perlaza and the families the school
serves. This contributes in a meaningful way to the María Perlaza community and is one factor
that contributes to the concept of the school as a community hub.
Relationships
In addition to the academic and family support services offered by the school, and the
school’s response to the adversities its families face, María Perlaza was identified as a
community hub due to the many successful internal and external collaborations the school
facilitates. Internal collaboration refers to family centered and constant communication between
the school and María Perlaza families. External collaboration includes the ongoing partnerships
between María Perlaza and other organizations that include governmental and nongovernmental
institutions. Both types of collaboration make significant contributions to the feeling that María
Perlaza is not just a school, but functions as a community hub.
Internal Relationships. School documents and the school website claim that María
Perlaza values building and maintaining relationships with the families of the children it serves
(CMP Planeación estratégica, 2021). The families who participated in this study corroborated
this claim by highlighting how much they appreciated being included in school activities.
Examples of activities and events hosted by María Perlaza include dances, Día de la Familia, and
Día de la Mujer, as well as paseos (outings) to the zoo, fincas, and parks. Families also believe
that María Perlaza embraces an inclusive concept of family, that incorporate multigenerational
households with caregivers such as grandmothers, aunts, and sisters. In addition to hosting events
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and activities, the school relies on the relationships it builds with families. For example, family
volunteers help with lunch, serve as classroom helpers, and staff el pulgero, the flea market
operated by María Perlaza as a fundraiser.
Internal relationships are also built at María Perlaza through constant communication
between the school and the families. The communication between school and families takes
different forms such as greeting students at the door, newsletters sent via email, information
provided through the website, and information disseminated via WhatsApp chat. The
information shared in the chats covered all the aspects of the everyday lives of the María Perlaza
families. Examples of information share on the María Perlaza WhatsApp chat include:
•

Zoom links for online instruction (WhatsApp Talentos 3rd grade, September 14, 2021)

•

Information on transportation, with comments like the bus leaves at 5:50 am”11,
(WhatsApp Luis Madina chat, August 11, 2021)

•

Updates on school uniform sales (WhatsApp LM, August 15, 2021) and places to
purchase school supplies (WhatsApp LM, August 31, 2021)

•

Requests from the school for families to submit paperwork (WhatsApp Talentos 5th,
September 21, 2021)

•

Information regarding First Communion including requirements for the sacrament, the
dress code, and a reminder of the payment of dues

11

•

Updates related to absences and attendance

•

COVID vaccination information (WhatsApp LM, August 20, 2021)

•

Information on school closures related to COVID-19

el bus sale a las 5:50 am.
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The WhatsApp chat postings were both written and spoken and demonstrate a significant level of
open communication and trust between students, families, and students. For example, many
students addressed their teachers as profe12 signaling both ease and respect in communication.
Similarly, instructors demonstrated a caring and welcoming tone in their WhatsApp messages.
This happened in both daily communication, such as when sending Zoom links for class, and in
special circumstances, for example a message of cariño para el Día del Amor y la Amistad13
(WhatsApp CLM, September 18, 2021) or to express gratitude for support received from
families (WhatsApp Talentos 4 chat, September 18, 2021). Figures 4, 5 and 6 depict a sample of
three screenshots of observations of the WhatsApp chat for Talentos 4th grade and Grupo Luis
Madina, the vocational high school part of the Horizontes program.

12

Short for “profesor” (teacher in Spanish) which is used commonly if students are
Day of love and friendship, the Colombian equivalent of Valentine’s typically celebrated on the third Saturday of
September
13
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Figure 4
WhatsApp Observations for Talentos 4th grade Grupo Luis Madina
12:59 2021
Luis Madina Group
Thursday, August 12

7:33AM

Good morning, at this address there are
selling uniforms for the Normal school at
a good price and good quality.
8:35 AM
WHOLE SCHOOL PACKAGES
Normal Superior Farallones de Cali
Y Formación Complementaria (school
name)
Diagonal to the main entrance of the
Normal.
Rental available for:
Chairs
Rimax tables (local brand of plastic
furniture)
Tables
8:35AM
Greetings to all, please let me know how
was the first day of school for the
children and how was the transportation
12:444 PM
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Figure 5: WhatsApp Observations for Talentos 4th grade
12:44
Talentos 4th Grade WhatsApp Chat
Friday, September 17

Happy Friday (GIF animation)

A fraternal greeting to my cyberstudents
of fourth grade.
Ah and the usual invitation of the
weekends, to enjoy Friday’s most
tempting and productive hour where we
visit the fascinating world of fantasy and
immerse ourselves in the reading of a
captivating narration that disappears in
the powerful imagination that lives in
you. I will be waiting for you at one.. at
two..and at THREE!!! Your teacher”
9:22AM
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Figure 6: WhatsApp Observations for Grupo Luis Madina
12:35
2021 Luis Madina Group
Saturday, September 18
HAPPY DAY OF LOVE
AND FRIENDSHIP14
to this
amazing group!
7:00 AM

Thank you
7:00 AM
Happy Day
7:00 AM

In sum, the important internal relationships built between María Perlaza staff, instructors,
families, and students though open and frequent communication, and through a wide range of
activities, outings, and volunteer opportunities hosted by the school. The testimony of one
mother synthesizes the feeling of being part of this internal María Perlaza community: “Now I
understand that God exists. I thought that He had forgotten me but now with your phone call I
know that He has not forgotten me.” 15 This quote demonstrates how families feel cared for by
the school. Evidence gathered for this study suggests that María Perlaza extends this level of
care to the boarder community in Cali and across Colombia.

14

Día del Amor y la Amistad is the Colombian equivalent of Valentine’s Day. Typically, it is celebrated on the third
Saturday of the month of September.
15
Ya entiendo que Dios existe. Yo creí que me había olvidado y hoy con su llamada, sé que no me ha olvidado”
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External Relationships. In addition to the internal relationships built between the
school and families, participants in this study also mentioned many relationships between María
Perlaza and other schools, universities and foundations. For example, a strong and trusting
relationship exists between María Perlaza and Normal Farallones, the public school that oversees
María Perlaza. Similarly, María Perlaza also maintains a relationship with Colegio Luis Madina,
a local vocational private high school. Yolanda, a mother who participated in this study, shared
how grateful she was for the strong relationship between María Perlaza and Luis Madina. Her
son had started school at a vocational public school which suspended instruction during the
pandemic. Seeking help, Yolanda reached out to María Perlaza, who mobilized their
relationship with Luis Madina in support of her son. Yolanda’s son was accepted into Luis
Madina and continued his sixth grade with minimal interruption.
In another example, the partnership called Solidaridad Buenaventura, María Perlaza
assisted the public school Escuela Nazareth with infrastructure improvements. These
improvements included the construction of bathrooms and water tanks. The construction of these
new facilities allowed the kindergarteners at Escuela Nazareth to access bathrooms in their own
building, and negated the need for whole-class bathroom breaks at the local high school, housed
in a separate building. The water tanks provided on-demand potable water for students in
Buenaventura; without these new water tanks, the water supply was limited to 2 hours a day.
In addition to the infrastructural improvements the partnership between Nazareth and Escuela
Nazareth also included professional development for the Nazareth teachers. In partnership with
María Perlaza, the teachers at Escuela Nazareth were able to learn how to use technology to
support online instruction during the pandemic. Finally, María Perlaza partners with local
universities on projects such as academic curriculum revisions, and the provision of psychology
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and social worker students who intern at María Perlaza under the supervision of the school
counselors and social workers. María Perlaza is in an ongoing feedback loop with these
universities, that allows them to maintain external relationships that benefit their internal
staekholders.
Summary
This section explored the strategies used by María Perlaza to maintain its identity as a
community hub. The school is perceived as a community hub because it provides academic
support programs for all ages, in addition to other wellness supports like speech therapy and
social workers. María Perlaza also works hard to understand and address the carencias, or basic
needs, of their families, addressing issues like displacement, experiences of violence in the home
and community, and food and housing insecurity. Finally, María Perlaza is known as a
community hub because the school actively builds and maintains relationships between and
among the families it serves, as well as with other schools and civic organizations in the broader
community. The next chapter focuses on the findings related to the school as a second home. As
is true for the perception of the school as a community hub, the idea of the school as a second
home rests on a foundation of trust and feelings of belonging that the school cultivates within its
community.
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CHAPTER FIVE
FINDINGS PART II
The purpose of this single case-study was to explore the experiences of internally
displaced families, mostly from el Barrio Nacional and served by the public school, Escuela
María Perlaza, in Cali, Colombia. These families include marginalized groups such as AfroColombians, Indigenous groups, campesinos, Venezolanos, and returned migrants, who share the
experience of being forcibly displaced, los desplazados. Data for this study was collected
through document, archival, and artifact analysis, as well as through interviews, cuentos, and
field observations. In this chapter, the findings related to the following research questions are
discussed:
•

RQ 3: How do the internally displaced families share their migration stories (Cuentos
Criollos)?

•

RQ 4: How can these Cuentos Criollos (stories) inform our understanding of schoolcommunity relationships?

Along with the research questions discussed in Chapter Four, the findings of this study may hold
significance for Colombian educators who wish to develop meaningful school-family
relationships with los desplazados, and other internally displaced families, living in Colombia.
María Perlaza: Más que una escuela
The overarching sentiment, drawn from the data collected for this study as a whole, is
that María Perlaza es más que una escuela. As described in the previous chapter, this sentiment
can be understood by separating the data analysis into two themes: (1) school as a community
hub; and (2) school as a second home.
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In Chapter Four, under the theme of school as a community hub, subthemes related to
opportunity, adversity, and relationships are discussed. In this chapter, the subthemes of
migration, cuentos, and belonging are explored under the second theme, School as a Second
Home. Taken together with the data presented and analyzed in Chapter Four, the data related to
the subthemes of belonging, migration, and cuentos helps to explain why María Perlaza es más
que una escuela.
School as a Second Home
The stories, the cuentos, told by the families of this study indicate how María Perlaza
became a second home, especially for displaced newcomers. While each story is unique, there is
shared feeling of missing what they left behind and how hostile big cities like Cali can be for
everyone. María, Dora and Nora’s stories shine a light on how families shared their migration
stories. María identifies as AfroColombian and is a single mother of two children - one in
kindergarten and one in 8th grade. María was born in a small town of the Pacific coast of
Colombia. She was abandoned by her parents and raised by her aunt. After finishing high school,
María moved away to another town to pursue her university studies while living with relatives.
Afterwards María moves again to another city to seek employment. After getting married and
having two children, María followed her then husband to Cali. María shared that she longs to
return to her town in the Pacific coast but must wait until her children grow up. She misses how
simple and wonderful life was there. She talked about her longing for the food, the landscape and
su tierra, her land. However, even after her marriage ended, María stayed in Cali because of the
opportunities available to her children at María Perlaza. María described the staff at the school
as angels, and calls them “the family that she never had,” because they help her pay her rent and
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buy groceries. María is unable to work due to a disability and the support provided by the school
is crucial to the well-being of her family.
Another cuento tells the story of Dora, a single mom who belongs to the Nasa Indigenous
group (from Cauca). She moved to Cali at age 16 to work as a maid since they were limited
opportunities for work in her resguardo. Dora and her daughter live in the home of her employer.
Dora expressed her gratitude for the school lunch and afterschool program, which helps her
provide for and support her daughter. Dora’s daughter loves Scratch, the coding program. Dora
also expressed how much she appreciates all the extra activities at the school which have kept
her daughter happy during the pandemic. Dora’s own words say it best, “María Perlaza es una
familia and everyone there pays attention to my daughter.” Dora also shared her dream of
keeping her Nasa language alive through her daughter, and about wanting her daughter to attend
the Nasa Indigenous university. Dora spoke with enthusiasm and optimism and her excitement
to have her daughter learn the Nasa language was palpable. Dora’s cuento speaks to the sense of
belonging fostered at the school, and demonstrates why many think of María Perlaza as a second
home. Dora was very active, knowledgeable, and involved at the school because she, like many
families, felt welcome and embraced. Another participant, Nora, shared a similar story of how
the María Perlaza became like a second home..
Nora’s cuento revealed that both she and her mother had experienced multiple moves
between Yumbo and Cali. Precipitated by the death of her grandfather, Nora and her mother
finally settled down in Barrio Nacional, where María Perlaza is located. Nora shared that she was
looking into vocational schools for her son since she knows that the academic route would not be
a good fit for him. At the time of our interview, she was exploring Antonio Jose Camacho, a well
known public vocational high school in a nearby neighborhood. Nora explained that she was
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grateful for opportunities at María Perlaza such as the art and other creative classes, as her son is
a strong visual learner. She believed that these classes helped her son to experience success and
enjoyment at school, despite academic challenges. María, Dora and Nora’s stories all
demonstrate how María Perlaza became a like second home, by supporting the well-being of
these mothers and their children, and by enabling and empowering these mothers to fulfill their
dreams for their children.
Under the theme of School as a Second Home, three subthemes: migration, cuentos and
belonging. In this chapter, the section on migration addresses the multiple and multigenerational
moves that are a defining feature of life for internally displaced served by María Perlaza. The
intersectionality of gender and displacement is also discussed. The section on cuentos focuses on
data gathered through stories told during the interviews with families at María Perlaza, and
through the research tool designed for use in this study, Cuento: Tú y Yo. The last section
discusses perceptions of belonging and captures the explicit love and support felt among families
at María Perlaza. In addition to these three subthemes, an additional section in chapter six is
dedicated to a discussion of the silences that occurred during the data collection process as a
recommendation for future research.
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Figure 7
School as a second home for María Perlaza’s families

Miultigenerational
Migration
Gender
School as a second
home

Longing

Cuentos

Sueños

Belonging

Migration
When the participants of this study were asked to share their migration stories, stories of
different barrios, cities, and countries emerged. The stories included recollections of the past,
with migration and forced displacement spanning multiple generations in a single family. Many
of these stories also included dreams for the future. In addition, it became clear during the data
collection process that gender plays a role in migration, with women being the most vulnerable
to, and impacted by, displacement. Multigenerational migration, and the link between gender and
migration, are both explored in this section. Data is drawn from the interviews conducted for
this study, along with the analysis of the Cuentos Criollos shared with the researcher. This data
helps toc clarify why, when faced with ongoing displacement, many families think of María
Perlaza as a second home.
Multigenerational Migration. For the majority of the participants in this study,
migration and forced displacement were defining factors. Families told stories of moving
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multiple times, over multiple generations. María Perlaza school documents corroborate this and
note that 62% of the families are from places other than the city of Cali or the larger Valle del
Cauca (Caracterización, 2021). In addition to moving between towns and countries, multiple
families reported moving within barrios in Cali due to violence in the neighborhood, the inability
to afford rent, and access to education and public transportation.16 Multiple migrations were not
only experienced by the families. María Perlaza staff and teachers also described moving in
order to seek education and employment. All the migration stories told in this study were shared
as if moving from town to town was the norm. The participants seemed surprised when the
researcher asked: “Es de Cali?” (Are you from Cali?) When asked, “Cuénteme como llegó a
Cali?” (Tell me how you arrived to Cali), stories of multiple and multigenerational migrations
were told.
One example of multiple migrations over several generations was told by Nora,
mentioned earlier. In Nora’s’s story, the death of the grandfather forced the family to move from
Cali to Yumbo when Nora was a school-aged child. Then violence in Yumbo prompted the
family to move back to Cali. During this process, the family lived with multiple relatives who
assisted them through the different moves; the children in the family switched schools with each
move. When asked if she wished to go back to Yumbo, Nora replied with a resounding “No!”
Nora described Yumbo as a violent zone and the quality of her education there as mediocre.
Nora said: “Returning to Yumbo would be the same as going backwards again, and I want to go
forward, not backwards. At least my son can move forward for what I couldn’t” 17. Nora

16

Also, entire communities relocated as is the case of the six Indigenous groups who live in Cali as a part of the
with one of them being a part of the María Perlaza family as detailed in the last chapter (Interview, S4, August 5,
2021; Interview, S5, August 6, 2021; Interview, S6, September 15, 2021).
17
Regresarme a Yumbo sería como retroceder otra vez y no quiero retroceder, sino avanzar. Por lo menos que mi
hijo avance lo que yo no pude.

108

explained that she felt her son was safe at their new neighborhood and being well served at
María Perlaza. In other cases migration and forced displacement involved different countries.
For example, one family in this study described how a Venezuelan man met his wife while
living in Colombia. The couple moved from Colombia to Venezuela in the 90s and returned to
Colombia in the early 2000s. Then they relocated to Cartagena, Venezuela to seek employment
during the pandemic. Because of these multiple migrations, some of the children in this family
have Colombian citizenship while others have Venezuelan citizenship. This mother, Isabel,
described how her own mother had been forced to make a similar series of moves during her
own life, and the hardships of displacement were similar to both, mother and daughter. Like
these examples, many of the migration stories shared went back for generations and usually
started with stories of mothers or grandmothers.
Gender and Migration. Each story of migration was also a story of how family
structures had been altered, with children being cared for by different relatives, during different
periods of time. In all of the stories shared by the participants of this study, mothers, aunts,
sisters, and grandmothers were the main caregivers. These stories of migration, often spanning
multiple generations and in some cases repeating the patterns of migration across geographic
regions, are also stories that illustrate the intersectionality of gender and displacement. Due to
gender-based discrimination in access to housing, education, and employment – coupled with the
role of caretaker – displacement is particularly difficult for women. Returning to the story of
María, introduced earlier in this chapter, demonstrates the difficulty of navigating gender-based
discrimination and displacement. María grew up in the periphery of Colombia in a small town
on the Pacific coast and experienced adversity at many levels forcing her displacement. The
abandonment by her birth parents as a young girl forced her to move to another town to be cared
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for by extended family. The lack of access to education and employment forced her to move
multiple times. María found herself responsible for her children in the hostile and unfamiliar city
of Cali, where she stayed because her children were enrolled in María Perlaza . María’s dream is
to return to the Pacific coast town where she grew up but she remains in Cali because María
Perlaza has become like a second home for her and for her children. She shared, “I wish there
were more than one María Perlaza in Colombia… I know that my support, …those people I can
rely on if I or my children have a difficulty or if I cannot provide for them ...I know I can count
on, its name is María Perlaza”18. This demonstrates how María Perlaza plays an integral role in
the lives of mothers experiencing both gender-based discrimination and displacement.
Ana’s story is another example of the difficult circumstances faced by women
experiencing displacement. Ana migrated to from Cali to Venezuela at age 13 because her older
sister lived there. After getting married, having a child, and getting a divorce Ana to returned to
Cali due to the upheaval in Venezuela. Upon her return to Cali Ana experienced difficulty
finding work and housing so she and her son lived with a brother. Similar to María, Ana
expressed her gratitude for being a part of the María Perlaza family, and considered the school a
second home. She shared: “we are privileged to be a part of María Perlaza, not only they are our
friends…and they really care for our, our children.”19 Ana emphasized how she felt she could
trust the school to provide breakfast and lunch and even more “it was very nice, truly, because
the school, is a school…, and it is like a big family” 20.

18

Ojalá en Colombia se crearan más de un más de una María Perlaza. Y yo sé que mi bastón, mi, mi, mi, mi, esas
personas con las y yo puedo en el momento dado si tengo una dificultad o mis hijos o si no les puedo brindar lo
que ellos necesitan para su proceso con quien con quien yo cuento se llama María Perlaza.
19
Somos privilegiados de pertenecer al María Perlaza, porque no solamente son nuestros amigos… ellos quieren
mucho a nuestros, a nuestros muchachos.
20
Era muy agradable, la verdad, porque el colegio es un colegio muy y es como una familia grande.
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While her story, as registered as a victim of the Colombian conflict (RUV, Registro
Único de Víctimas del conflicto in Spanish), is somewhat different from María and Ana’s stories,
Fabiola’s narrative also demonstrates the difficulty of being a displaced woman with children in
Colombia. Fabiola openly described the direct relationship between violence and displacement,
sharing the challenges of navigating the bureaucratic system for families like hers who are
legally recognized as victims of the conflict. Fabiola came to Cali “and I came here alone with
my children to start from zero, without beds, without furniture, nothing, I had nothing, nothing”21
Fabiola explained how María Perlaza has become a safety net and descried the school as, “Very
good precisely because it has given me financial support…well…now with this issue of the
pandemic well my job…the jobs have decreased, last year was very difficult here”22. These
stories demonstrate both the difficulty of navigating both gender-based discrimination and
displacement, and they illustrate how María Perlaza becomes like a second home to many of the
mothers whose children attend the school. In addition to their hardships, participants in this
study were asked about their dreams and aspirations. These cuentos, or stories, opened the door
to dreams of a different future. These dreams and possible futures, as well as their relationship to
the school as a second home, are discussed in the next section.
Cuentos
This study made use of a data-gathering tool crafted by the researcher, that invited
families to tell their stories. Utilizing the Cuento interactive storytelling prompt, “Cuento: Tú y
yo,” and using the cartillas de los cuentos, (See Appendix D) six families shared their stories of
immigration, which included: (a) longings for the past and for an end to the difficulties of their

21

…y me vine para acá sola con mis hijos a empezar de cero, sin camas, sin muebles, nada, no tenía nada, nada,
nada.
22
Muy bueno porque me ha dado el apoyo económico…pues …ahora con la cuestión de la pandemia pues mi
trabajo…el trabajo se disminuyó, el año pasado fue muy complicado aquí.
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current situations; (b) an exploration of their sense of belonging, resisting the rejection and
discrimination they had encountered; (c) sueños, or dreams, for the future. The photographs in
this provide examples of the cuentos. The left side of the page was completed by the child/ren of
the family, while the right side was completed by an adult in the same family. For each family,
two cartillas23 were given, one in blank to be filled and another one with the instructions (See
Appendix D and E). The families kept both and shared some or all their pages by sending
pictures through WhatsApp to the researcher. Not all of the pages of the Cuentos were shared
with the researcher. The cuentos that were shared describe feelings of longing and belonging, as
well as sueños, are described in the subsections below.
Longing. The data in this section, including intimate memories of home, food, music,
and journeys - and marked by emotion and longing for the past - underscores the importance of
María Perlaza as a second home for the students and families the school serves. For example, in
one of the Cuentos with the prompt, My favorite food is…, the caregiver evokes her longing and
love for food from the Pacific coast that includes seafood, coconut rice and fish. This connection
between families living in Cali, to communities along the Pacific, is documented in the refugee
migration patterns tracked by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2021). Stories like this, of immigration and
displacement, are also recognized by the teachers and staff at María Perlaza. For example, in an
effort to honor this connection, a María Perlaza music teacher incorporates music from the
Pacific region by Herencia de Timbiquí (Henríquez, 2015) into her classes (virtual observation of
September 21, 2021). For this reason, the members of the María Perlaza school community
often liken the school to a second home.

23

Booklets
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Feelings of longing and discontent surfaced in other cuentos as well. For example, in one
cuento the participant shared that the most difficult thing is to be far away from the family. They
long for connection with and proximity to loved ones. In a different cuento, a child wrote about
the difficulty of being away from his father, while his mother share how difficult it was to be
away from her family. Both longed for connection with their respective families. In another
participant’s Cuento a child expressed longing for a home, and discontent with Cali by stating
“todo en Cali es malo.” Other families shared their longing for financial stability, describing
ongoing difficulties finding employment, paying rent, securing transportation, and managing the
financial difficulties that arise when family members experience ill health.
The feeling of longing surfaced most often when the participants were invited to share un
recuerdo24 or artifact that they brought with them to Cali. The artifacts varied from religious
items, to toys, to family heirlooms. For Ligia, a guardian angel baptismal memento was one of
the few things the family brought with them to Cali. Another participant shared her photos of her
baptism, first communion, graduation and being crowned “la reina” 25 of her town’s festival.
Figure 8 shows the artifacts shared by a third family, a bible and a Lego toy. As evidenced by the
artifacts described above, many of the families at María Perlaza maintain a strong connection to
their religious faith. This is important because it demonstrates another reason why María Perlaza
becomes a second home for many. Despite being a lay institution, María Perlaza is a place
where families can live in their faith. The school facilitates communication between the families
and the local Catholic Diocese, allowing for baptisms, reconciliation, and first communion
sacraments. In this way, María Perlaza is able to lessen the feelings of longing experienced by so

24
25

memento
Beauty queen
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many of its displaced families by enabling them to reserve a part of their cultural and religious
heritage.
Notably, some participants had no artifacts to share, signaling the hurried journey or the
hope that their departure would be short term. Margarita, one of the participants, spoke to this
when stating, “No…I didn’t think…I only brought my clothes and the few things I had”26; Dora,
a mother of a child who attends María Perlaza, shared her rushed exit stating, “I left with ..like
…a bit of a rush”27. In another case, Adolfo, a father of a child enrolled at María Perlaza, wished
to have brought his drums and cotizas.28 The longing for his tierra, or homeland, was palpable
when he spoke about the music, food, and landscape of this father’s place of birth. Adolfo shared
his yearning for the drums that he left behind but took solace in the fact that they were in the
keeping of a nephew. For the families who arrive in Cali with no material links to their homeland
or life in other places, María Perlaza becomes even more important as a second home. The
school is one of the main reasons that these families, despite multiple and multigenerational
experiences of forced migration and displacement, are able to cultivate feelings of belonging.
Belonging: Amor, Apoyo, y Confianza. In addition to the longings and discontent
expressed in the cuentos, feelings of belonging were also expressed in the interviews with
caregivers and revealed through the cuentos. These feelings of belonging were often described
as amor, apoyo, y confianza, or love, support, and trust, and show that the school has become a
second home to many. For example, different phrases that participants used to described María
Perlaza included, ‘here, they do love us,29 “I trust my children to them,”30 and ‘They are always

26

No… no pensé… No sólo me traje la ropa y ya lo poquito que tenía.
yo salí con un poco como… como de afán.
28
Dance shoes used for the San Juanero huilense dance – from the departamento del Huila.
29
Aquí si nos quieren.
30
Les confio mis hijos.
27
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paying attention to us.” Gratitude was expressed not only towards the school but also to God for
what the families perceived as the blessing embodied by the school. For example, Ligia’s mother
shared, “As a mother, one always wants the best for one’s child, and at María Perlaza we find
it”31. Gloria, another mother, confirmed this by saying “what we like the most is the love and
dedication, no? Love and dedication that they have, that have towards us, because it is the same
towards us, towards our children, it doesn’t get any better, nobody has that, nobody...”32. The
participants who were the main caregivers acknowledged how relying on María Perlaza helped
their families when they faced an unexpected situation, such as a loss of job, inability to pay rent
or buy groceries; they felt they were never alone in their journey. Because the families at María
Perlaza experience the school as a second home, they feel loved and supported, and they trust the
school. Because of the role that María Perlaza plays in their lives, and in the lives of their
children, they are also able to dream and to hope. The next subsection describes these
aspirations.
Sueños. During the cuentos process, the participants were also invited to share their
dreams and aspirations. Their answers cover the personal and the collective. From the personal
perspective, housing and education were major themes that arose. One participant dreamt of
“…having my own house”33 and another dreamed of “a place to live with dignity”34. A third
participant wished for a “place to finish my studies” and a fourth wished to realize a professional
dream: “I always wanted to be a teacher”35. From the collective perspective, the participants also

31

Como mamá.…Mamá, pues como uno siempre quiere lo mejor para sus hijos y se que en María Perlaza lo
encuentra.
32
Pues lo que más nos gusta es el amor y de la dedicación, ¿no? Amor y dedicación que tienen, que tienen, hacia,
hacia nosotros, porque igual es a nosotros, igual es a los muchachos, es eso, eso es inmejorable, eso no lo tiene..
mejor dicho nadie…
33
Tener casa propia
34
Una casa digna
35
Siempre quise ser profesora
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shared their dreams for expanding María Perlaza to include high school. Another participant
dreamt of having transportation and having a full scholarship to Luis Madina “so the parents do
not have to worry.”36
The cuentos also include dreams of the future for the parents and the children. The
dreams ranged from the mundane to the more profound. In one cuento, the child dreams of
“having a dog, going to the big kids’ school. In another, a child shares, “For tomorrow, I would
like to rest. The next week I would like to go to the pool. When I return home, I would like to
spend time with my mom. And when I return to María Perlaza, I would like to learn.” In the
same cuento, the mother shares her long-term dreams to have her own home, to finish
elementary school, and to take a culinary course. She would also like to to return to her home
and hug her own mother. In the short-term, the mother in this cuento would like to dedicate more
time to be with her daughter, is looking forward to seeing her daughter’s happy face when she
returns home from school.
Each participant’s cuento, or story, opens the door for María Perlaza to connect and build
even stronger relationships with their students and their students’ families. From the cuentos, the
staff at María Perlaza can gain insight into how the school is perceived – as a second home – as
well as gain an intimate understanding of the people, places, food, music, religious artifacts,
immigration journeys, and experiences of adversity that populate the longing and the dreams of
students and their families. The sense of belonging can be reinforced by providing a way for the
school community to share their cuentos. However, despite the enormous positive impact that
María Perlaza has on the students and families it serves, not all needs are met. Families at María

36

No haya esa preocupación por parte de los padres
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Perlaza continue to face adversities that remained undisclosed. The final section of this
dissertation considers what was not said by the families that participated in this study.

Figure 8
Photograph of migration artifacts shared by participants: Lego toy and bible

Figure 9
Photographs of migration artifacts shared by participants: Baptismal angel memento
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Figure 10
Cuento: Tú y Yo - En la casa vivimos…37

Figure 10 describes the housing situation where the child shares that he/she lives in three
houses, mother’s, father’s and the paternal grandmother’s. The grandmother shares that when
she was young, she lived with her mom, dad, grandmother, one aunt and her siblings.

37

Translation (student - left side): I live in three houses, with my Dad, with my Mom and with my Grandma on my
Dad’s side. Translation (caregiver - right side): When I was a girl I lived with Mom, Dad, Grandma, one aunt and my
siblings.
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Figure 11
Cuento: Tú y Yo – Mi Viaje a Cali… (My journey to Cali…)38

Figure 11 describes one family’s journey to the city of Cali. The parent shares that after living in
Bogotá for five years, they returned to Cali due to financial reasons.

38

Translation (caregiver): It was a journey by chiva at 5:30 am …it was the first time I had left my town to such a
big city I was afraid but also had expectations, thank God it has gone well for me and I have met many people who
have given a lot to my life. Note: Chiva is a Colombian bus with no doors typically traveling through rural areas.
Passengers place their belongings on top of the roof. It is the most reliable form transportation for rural areas.
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Figure 12
Cuento: Tú y Yo: Yo vine con…(I traveled here with…)39

Dora, a mother shared this page of her Cuento about her experience of her journey highlighting
the kindness of the people who helped her once she arrived.

39

Translation (student -left side): I traveled here with my Mom
Translation (caregiver -right side): I remember the kindness of the people that helped us. I was with my daughter
and her Godmother.
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Figure 13
Cuento: Tú y Yo: Sueño con …(I dream with…)

Conclusion
During the data collection for this study a common sentiment shared by many
participants was “María Perlaza es más que una escuela.” For the students who attend the school
and for their families, María Perlaza is more than just a school. In the preceding two chapters,
this sentiment was explained by exploring the themes of school as a community hub and school
as a second home. Within each of these themes, three subthemes emerged. In Chapter Four,
under the theme of school as a community hub, the subthemes of opportunity, adversity, and
relationships were discussed. Chapter Five explored the subthemes of migration, cuentos, and
belonging, under the larger theme of school as a second home. The data presented and analyzed
in these two chapters demonstrates how “María Perlaza es más que una escuela.” In the next
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chapter, the implications of this study are discussed, which include a set of practical
recommendations for María Perlaza and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER SIX
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSSION
Summary
This Cuentos Criollos case study examined the lived experiences of 15 internally
displaced families whose children attend a school, María Perlaza, in the city of Cali, Colombia.
Data was gathered for this study through personal interviews, classroom observations, cuentos,
artifacts, and document analysis. In addition to the 15 families, six staff members of the school
also participated in the interviews. The findings of this study appear in Chapter Four and
Chapter Five, and are organized under the themes school as community hub and school as a
second home. This final chapter includes a discussion of the findings presented in the previous
two chapters, organized by research question and contextualizes the findings within the existing
literature. The chapter also includes recommendations for practice and future research. In the last
section of this chapter, I share my reflections as a Colombian researcher.
Discussion
In this section the research questions provided the structure for an exploration of the
findings, within the context of the existing literature explored in Chapter Two. The first section
addresses the strategies used by María Perlaza to connect with vulnerable families. The second
section explores the experiences of internally displaced at the school. The third section discusses
migration stories of the internally displaced families in this study, using the tool Cuentos
Criollos. The final section explores how this data, collected from the Cuentos Criollos, can be
used to inform school-community relationships. The discussion in these sections is made
possible because of the participants’ cooperation and willingness to share their experiences of
internal displacement persons in Cali. Their voices and insights are invaluable.
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Strategies Used by María Perlaza to Connect With Families
The first question that guided this study was What are the strategies used by an urban
public PK-5th grade school to connect and reach out to the vulnerable families of the school?
The strategies used by the urban school in this study, María Perlaza, include identifying and
assessing the needs of families in the school, and then using that information to meet as many of
those needs as possible. As a result of this holistic process, María Perlaza offers not only a
quality public education but also to tends to the basic needs of students’ families, such as food,
shelter and access to health care. This is important because the phenomenon of social expulsions
(Sassen, 2002) affects not only the student but the entire family, changing its structure (PaézMartínez, 2015) and having a negative impact on its circumstances. For example, according to
Ibáñez (2008) unemployment rises after displacement from 1.7% to 16.5% (p. 105). This statistic
become real when listening to the participants’ stories of loss of employment after displacement,
and is confirmed by school documents (Caracterización, 2021).
The stories of trials and tribulations of the families of this study confirmed Ferris and
Donato’s (2020) description of the perils of displacement. The families not only experienced
direct violence but also indirect violence (Galtung, 1969). The direct and structural violence for
the participants of this study took different forms but resulted in similar consequences such as
unemployment, housing and food insecurity and barriers to access to health care and education.
Betts and Collier (2017) highlight the need for economic viability among people living in
emerging economies in the Global South. María Perlaza understands these needs and assists the
families of its students with mercados, employment support, and support navigating the
bureaucratic systems of education and health care in Cali. This confirms the findings of Arias
and Ruiz (2002) that nongovernmental organizations, like María Perlaza, bridge the private and
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public sectors by collaborating internally and externally to meet the needs of vulnerable families.
In addition, the strong relationships of the school were an example of the benefits of hybrid
solutions between public and private organizations (Arias, 2002; Lasso, 2013). These strong
relationships proved to be instrumental during the closing of the schools and pivoting to online
instruction due to COVID-19. María Perlaza was able to harvest the relationships during a time
of crisis not only internally with the families but also with other institutions such as the school
district and local universities.
This is possible because the school and the barrio Nacional have become what Pratt
(1991) calls a contact zone, where multiple groups converge. In this contact zone, the barrio
Nacional has become the intersection between el campo and la ciudad. María Perlaza functions
as the intersection between families and the resources provided by the school, by way of the
larger community (García-Sánchez, 2008). This study confirms that families who arrive to Cali
and become connected to María Perlaza benefit from the school that is es más que una escuela.
María Perlaza becomes more than a school and stays in constant communication with the
families via traditional channels such as reports, email and family conferences through the use of
WhatsApp. This type of communication is crucial for understanding and responding to families
who rely on the informal economy (Caracterización, 2021), making it feel like a second home to
many of the participants.
The findings of this study indicated that the families who experience displacement
experience adversity on multiple levels, such as food and housing insecurity and barriers to
education and health care. Sen (2001) calls these barriers unfreedoms. As mentioned in Chapter
Two, Sen frames development as the expansion of freedoms, including (a) political freedom,
such as freedom of speech; (b) economic freedom that ensures access to a right livelihood; (c)
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social freedoms and opportunities such as access to education and health care; (d) transparency,
such that important information is made available to the public, a key freedom in a place like
Colombia with high levels of corruption; (e) protective security, or safety. A defining
characteristic of the cuentos shared by the participants in this case study was insecure or limited
access to the freedoms described above. It is a testament to the strength, resilience, and
perseverance of these families, and to the important role of the support offered by María Perlaza,
that many families were able to navigate these unfreedoms.
The stories gathered in this study revealed not only the consequences of displacement but
also the ways in which the families managed to overcome these unfreedoms, and how the school
becomes their ally in their effort. Most of the stories describe lack of access to education and
health care, which Sen (2001) call social freedoms. For instance, Elena, one of the mothers,
knew that her son needed speech therapy and counseling services and managed to achieve this by
working with María Perlaza. Nora, knows that her son is a visual learner and that a vocational
high school is a better fit of a college bound one. What Nora needed was someone to help her
find the best way for her son, an ally to navigate the Colombian public school system. In a
similar way, Gloria knew that transportation was key for her daughter to attend the school and
joined efforts with María Perlaza to make that a reality. Isabel and Dora, both mothers, know that
it was crucial for their children to participate in the afterschool program Talentos. What both
Isabel and Dora needed was a reliable partner in the education journey of their children so they
can achieve their potential. María Perlaza, is not only a school but an anchor for to support the
families. In this way, the school addresses the unfreedoms of the families, and provides support
that increases access to social freedoms.
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The school also recognizes the limited economic freedom and lack of protective security
among the displaced families at the school, many of whom are escaping violence in their
hometown or neighborhood. The lack of protective security, was a common denominator for the
families of this study. For example, fleeing direct violence was a reality for Ligia who had to
move to another neighboorhood in Cali and for Nora who knows that returning to Yumbo would
not be a safe option for her and her son. The lack of economic freedom was another common
denominator for the families of this study. For example, in Carmen’s case, María Perlaza was
assisting the family by providing employment and college counseling for Carmen, after the death
of their adoptive mother due to COVID-19. In addition, Carmen mentioned eating lunch with her
brother at the school and receiving pro-bono legal advice. Carmen’s story revealed how the the
school was instrumental in helping this young female head-of-household gain access to both
short and long-term economic freedom. Many of the participants in this study needed a partner,
or an ally, to help them gain access to freedoms and to navigate unfreedoms. María Perlaza
became that ally.
The cuentos of Carmen, Socorro, Dora, Nora, María and the other participants of this
research challenge the misconception that displaced families do not have agency, instead they
demonstrate resistance and resilience to overcome structure inequalities. In addition, this
research indicates that schools have the capacity to amplify the knowledge and agency of
displaced communities by providing a range of supports. Schools like María Perlaza can be
catalysts for social transformation when they see the displaced communities from an asset-based
perspective and learn with them and from them.
The strategies used by María Perlaza to connect with vulnerable families can be
understood through Yosso’s (2005) theory of community and cultural wealth. For example, the

127

families who arrive at María Perlaza share a common vision for their children, which Yosso
(2005) terms aspirational capital. María Perlaza assists the families in realizing their dreams for
their children. In addition, the school also focuses on an asset-based approach, leveraging
familial capital and resistance capital in the service of improved academic outcomes for students
and improved life circumstances for families. María Perlaza embraces the familial capital of
each unique family structure and reinforces their existing resistance capital with a bevy of
supports including academic and family services. Related to academic opportunities, María
Perlaza is intentional in the quality of their academic programming, and maintains a high level of
commitment to hiring experienced teachers and creating a curriculum that is culturally relevant
and tailored to the needs of the community. This echoes the effort of programs like Escuela
Nueva, which serve the rural communities of Colombia (Bajaj & Vega, 2016). María Perlaza
also goes beyond the academic by providing a range of family support services. This holistic
approach embraces newcomers (Bajaj & Suresh, 2018), acknowledges the challenging situation
of each family, and provides support for families who face multifaceted and complex
experiences of violence and displacement.
Families’ Experiences at María Perlaza
The second research question that anchored this study was, What experiences do
internally displaced families have in an urban PK-5th grade school? The results of this study
confirm the fact that once an educational institution opens the door for the families by providing
“una educación pública con dignidad y calidad”40 (Mera, 2015) families are able to better
navigate, and recovery from, a range of adversities. These findings also exposed the
contradictions between public and private education (Wasserman, 2021). When families are

40

a public education with quality and dignity
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treated with dignity and care, they are able to tap into different types of cultural community
wealth, as well as their migration capital (Yosso, 2005; Jiménez, 2020). This assets-based
approach is in stark contrast to the economic metrics established by studies that oversimplify the
circumstances of the internally displaced families (Bonilla, 2010). The forced displacement of
the families is nonlinear and multifaceted and has an impact on the lived experience of families
members, and on the ability of families to function properly and retain their structure. The next
section covers this in detail.
Sen’s (2001) Capability Approach offers a different lens to listen, analyze and interpret
the stories of the participants of this study. Listening to María’s story reveals her unfreedoms
such as lack of access to higher education in her hometown in the Pacific region. Even after
relocating for education and graduating from high school and college, she is forced to migrate
again seeking employment to a different city. Migrating for the third time, now in Cali, María
encounters barriers to access to health care given her disability. Utilizing Sen’s (2001)
framework, instead of lack of agency, the data points to structural obstacles for the displaced
families represented in the participants of this study. It refers to the core of this theoretical
framework by assessing functionings and capabilities. It opens the door to explore the abilities,
capacities and barriers for internally displaced persons to achieve their dreams.
Migration and Displacement
The third question that guided the research for this study was, How do the internally
displaced families share their migration stories (Cuentos Criollos)? According to the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2021), Colombia has the highest number of internally
displaced persons in the world with over 8.3 million people having experienced displacement.
Despite this high number, government statistics mask the pervasive nature of displacement in
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Colombia. For example, only one of the participants in this study identified herself as a victim
of the armed conflict and had registered with the Colombian government as a RUV (Registro
Único de Víctimas). Yet, as this investigation revealed, displacement affects the majority of
María Perlaza families (Caracterización, 2021). This confirms Lasso’s (2013) finding that
displaced families in Colombia do not register with the government for fear of stigmatization in
the school system, and due to the difficulty of navigating the bureaucracy of the Colombian
government. Almost twenty years later, this situation remains the same - as demonstrated by the
cuentos told by the María Perlaza families. In order to truly understand displacement in
Colombia, it is important for researchers to utilize research methods that honor local
knowledges, that center the voices of displaced families as knowledge producers, and that
challenged the perception of displaced families as victims who lack agency (Smith, 2012). The
Cuentos Criollos tool, a data collection method developed by the researcher for the purposes of
this study, allowed the researcher to attend to Smith’s agenda. The cuentos provided a method
for families at María Perlaza to share their lived experiences of displacement, their feelings of
longing and belonging, and their suenos. Confirming the work of Volkan (2009) expressions of
longing, or migration mourning, were evident in both the cuentos and interview conducted for
this study.
Among the displaced, longing takes different shapes from the emotional to the economic.
These types of longing were exemplified by Adolfo, who reminisced about the drums and music
from his hometown of Huila, and by María, who shared a powerful nostalgia for the food of her
home region on the Pacific coast. According to Asher (2009), many displaced communities are
unable to return to their land since their livelihoods have been obliterated. This was true for both
Adolfo and María. In order to ameliorate these intense feelings of longing, many turn to religion
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in order to maintain a sense of belonging. For example, Isabel shared her bible as an artifact of
migration and Ligia shared her son’s baptismal candle as her recuerdo of migration. Memmi
(1957/1992) refers to religion as unifying force for society, and when a connection is made
between places of worship and the welcoming support of host communities (Kerwin & Gershutz,
2009), it is called radical hospitality (Welch & Ghiso, 2016). Because María Perlaza acts as a
bridge between the Catholic church and the families it serves, the participants in this study
experience a sense of belonging at the school. The partnership between the school and the
Church allows María Perlaza families to live and grow in their faith. Through these experiences
of radical hospitality, and feeling of belonging, many families who experience displacement are
able to dream of a better future. Participants in this study shared their aspirations for their
children and highlighted the importance of having access to quality public education. In
summary, the cuentos method utilized in this study allowed the families at María Perlaza to tell
their migration stories in a way the humanizes and problematizes the statistics gathered by the
Colombian government. In addition to shining a light on displacement in Colombia, this
information can also be used to understand of school-community relationships.
Understanding School-Community Relationships
The final research question for this study was, “How can these Cuentos Criollos (stories)
inform our understanding of school-community relationships?” Spivak (1998) asks if the
subaltern can speak and I extend this question to ask, Are we willing to listen? By employing
Yosso’s (2005) theory of community and cultural wealth, in particular the forms of familial and
resistance capital, María Perlaza can use the data from this study to understand and inform the
ways in which the school builds and maintains relationships with families. The families in this
study demonstrated strength and resistance, and their stories are a source of knowledge and
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wisdom. In this way, the displaced families in this study can be understood as knowledge
producers, employing what Jiménez (2020) calls migration capital. The data gathered from the
cuentos and interviews allows the school to see the relationship from the families’ perspective.
The data clarified the strength of these relationships, built through ongoing
communication between the school and the families, and the school’s efforts to understand and
meet the basic needs of its students and families. It also illuminated some important silences.
For example, only some families use the school WhatsApp chat, and many use voice messaging
rather than typing. This may indicate an unvoiced need among families related to adult literacy.
In addition, there was a silence during the data gathering process, related to the larger political
and human rights context in Colombia. Colombia has an historical structure of the periphery and
the center (Melo, 2017). This study illuminates additional concentric circles were the urban
centers also have a center and a periphery. Cali, as main urban center in Colombia, has a center
and a periphery. According to Mohanty (1991) there is a symbiotic relationship between the
center and periphery, with the most vulnerable at the periphery and the most powerful in the
center. Despite the good work of María Perlaza, the families at the school remain at on the
periphery of Colombian power structures. For this reason, the information collected for this
study speaks both to the relationships between the families and the school, but also to the
relationships between the families and the country as a whole. The Colombian government has
much to learn from the relationships that exist among displaced families and María Perlaza.
Recommendations for Practice
This study is the result of my personal and professional experience as a Colombian, and
is tied to my roots with my alma matter, Liceo Benalcázar, which is sister school to María
Perlaza. The design and scope of the project was envisioned as a collective effort with María
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Perlaza and its leadership. Their willingness to partner with academia signaled their commitment
to continual improvement as an educational institution. As a part of the process, a presentation
with a summary of the findings and recommendations will be scheduled for the families, school
staff and leadership for 2022. The recommendations described in this section are related to: (a) a
review of existing curricula; (b) the use of Cuentos Criollos; (c) the addition of peace education
curricula; (d) the replication and expansion of the María Perlaza model; (e) a reflection on the
sustainability of the María Perlaza model. The first three recommendations are specific to the
school itself and the final two recommendations are applicable to the broader Colombian context.
The first three recommendations can be used to inform site-specific change at María
Perlaza. The first of these is a recommendation to review the current curriculum for alignment
with the radical hospitality at the center of the María Perlaza model (Welch & Ghiso, 2016). I
recommend that the school engage in a comprehensive curriculum review, in order to identify
opportunities to decolonize the existing curricula. Specifically, I suggest the school locate and
address instances of exclusionary and othering language present in textbooks, course literature,
and teacher-created and other educational materials. I encourage María Perlaza as an institution
to be intentional about representation for Afro-Colombians and Indigenous groups, such as the
Quichua. The second recommendation for the school is to utilize the Cuentos Criollos method as
an optional tool for building relationships with families. The tool is rooted in decolonizing
methodologies and can be used to provide a window into the lived experiences of the school
families (Smith, 2012). Even if the cuentos are not shared with the school, the act of completing
the cuentos may provide intimate opportunity for families to share their migration stories in the
privacy of their homes. It may also provide healing opportunities as families share their
experiences of adversity and longing, as well as their aspirations and sueños.
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The final site-based recommendation is to include peace education in the María Perlaza
curriculum and at the community level. Incorporating peace education into the curriculum,
particularly during the historic Colombian peace process is evolving, may provide a deeper
community understanding of the Colombian context while allowing for critical dialogue related
to historical trauma (Zembylas, 2016) in the Colombian context. Incorporating peace education
has been shown to be instrumental in peace and reconciliation processes around the world (Bajaj
& Hantzopoulos, 2016; Russell, 2020). This recommendation, along with the two
recommendations articulated in the paragraph above, are intended to support the school as it
continues to clarify and embody its mission of radical hospitality (Welch & Ghiso, 2016). These
recommendations are consistent with the existing structures that facilitate a sense of belonging
for students and their families at María Perlaza, and may be employed in order to deepen and
further the good work of the school.
The final recommendations are related to the replication and expansion of the María
Perlaza model within the larger Colombia context. The first of these is that María Perlaza
consider expanding their model to include grades 6 through 11, as some of the parents in this
study requested. Following this, I recommend that the María Perlaza model be shared with, and
possibly replicated, by other Colombian public schools and institutions. This would help to grow
a grassroot movement to meet the needs of displaced families in many different communities
throughout Colombia. The experience of internal displacement is not exclusive to Barrio
Nacional and Comuna 3, and is a common experience among families across Colombia and in
South America as a whole. María Perlaza maintains connections with local universities and
could partner with those institutions of higher education in order to disseminate the María
Perlaza model. In this way, the school could extend the impact of their work and have a positive
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impact on other communities, on other school, and among future generations of teachers,
psychologists and social workers. In addition, this kind of partnership has the potential to shape
national policy as there are many ties between higher education and the Colombian government.
The fifth and final recommendation is concerned with the sustainability of the María Perlaza
model. The institution evolved from a private nonprofit to a hybrid public-private partnership in
2008. This approach can be seen as the reverse of a neoliberal model of education for profit, in
which the goal of education is the public good. Since the new organizational structure continues
to evolve and adapt to the circumstances of Cali and Colombia, I recommend that the school
formalize the process of enacting and documenting change, in order to ensure a transfer of
knowledge and information for future leadership (Drucker, 2010; Gomes et. al, 2006).
Recommendations for Future Research
This research has opened the door to new ways of knowing the experiences of displaced
families, and how those experiences can be mediated by schools. It has also uncovered important
unknowns, that may benefit from further study. The recommendations for future research are
outlined in this section and include a call for others in the field to conduct: (a) additional research
on the use of the interactive Cuentos Criollos; (b) a meta-analysis and comprehensive literature
review of academic research from the Global South on the topic of displacement; (c) research on
the role of the WhatsApp technology as a tool for communication between families and schools;
(d) an exploration of the use of Montessori pedagogy in Indigenous communities; (e) an
examination of the silences that occurred during qualitative research, with a critical and humble
inquiry approach; (f) theoretical research bridging economic metrics and education as framed by
the Capabilities approach for studies in the Global South. As a group, these recommendations
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reflect the ways in which research might be used to affect change for displaced children and
families, particularly in the Colombian context, and in the broader Global South.
The first recommendation is to conduct further research on the use and evaluation of the
Cuentos Criollos. Prior to this investigation I conducted a Cuentos Criollos pilot study at another
Cali institution where rural children were seeking access to health care in an urban setting.
Informally, I have ongoing communication with the nonprofit organization and they are still
using the Cuentos Criollos tool. The staff has shared what a positive effect it has had with the
families who chose to use it. During the course of this current study, I also received positive
feedback from families at María Perlaza who shared their cuentos. As an interactive storytelling
prompt that relies on a visual methodology (Fontaine & Luttrell, 2015) the cuentos are rooted in
a decolonizing framework (Smith, 2012). This tool can be used to connect families with
community organizations such as schools, and can have the potential for healing and connection
in the intimate spaces of the families. A recommendation for future research is to explore the use
of Cuentos Criollos in qualitative studies with larger sample sizes, in political different contexts,
or in other kids of public and private institutions. Another recommendation for future research is
to use quantitative methodologies to explain the impact of Cuentos Criollos, or to explain the
relationship between the use of Cuentos Criollos and expressions of longing, or the use of
Cuentos Criollos to facilitate feelings of belonging.
The second recommendation is to conduct a meta-analysis and comprehensive literature
review of academic research from the Global South on the topic of displacement. There is an
abundance of academic literature, conducted in the Global North, regarding parent engagement,
economics, development and migration. This literature is well-known by academics and
practitioners in the field of education. Though less well-known, there is also a body of
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scholarship on similar topics produced in the Global South. While conceptualizing this study,
one of my priorities was to ground my own work in the scholarship of Colombian academics.
Colombia has powerhouse research institutions, similar to the research R1 institutions of the
global North. I first consulted sources from these institutions. While the research that comes out
of these institutions is relevant to this study, its format and even its findings carry the imprint of
the universities of the Global North, and can be directly linked to development metrics. In
contrast, the more insightful and compelling academic research used to ground this study was
conducted by local academics, and published by small universities, on the periphery of
Colombian academia. Much of this work is not be available in English, nor is it often published
in leading academic journals in the field.
The literature review found in Chapter Two of this dissertation provides a detailed
exploration of work being done in the periphery of Colombia’s academic community. One
important example of this type of work is the research from Universidad del Cauca titled,
Queremos seguir otro camino: Memorias del conflict armado en niños y niñas en situaciόn de
desplazamiento en Popayán, written by Hurtado et al. (2018) in collaboration with their
community. Another example is the foundational research on the topic of displacement in
Colombia, conducted by Arias and Ruiz (2002). Because I am Colombian, and literate in
Spanish, I was able to consult sources in both Spanish and English when writing the literature
review for this dissertation. This enabled me to present a rich and comprehensive review of the
literature as it pertains to my specific topic. A large-scale review of the literature from the
Global South, with a particular focus on research conducted and published by the scholars and
institutions on the periphery of academia, would benefit the field as a whole. It may help to
legitimize the role of local knowledges in academia. In addition to this a large-scale meta-
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analysis of quantitative research, conducted on the peripheries of academic communities in the
Global South, may help to center the impact of displacement in legal, policy, and development
conversations among academics, governments, and private-sector leadership.
A third recommendation for further research is to explore the role of the WhatsApp
technology as a tool for building relationships (Ndagijimana, 2021), especially between families
and school. As mentioned in the findings section, the popularity of the app was indicated by the
frequency and intensity of the instant messaging to and from the school and the families,
including use by students. These messages included
•

logistical information such as announcements about school closures during COVID,
Zoom links for classes, and dates and times of extracurricular instruction

•

personal sentiments such as feelings of gratitude posted by families and students, and
messages of encouragement from teachers

•

practical information regarding topics such as transportation, uniforms, and fees

There are many topics related to the use of WhatsApp that could be explored by future research.
First, in Colombia, there is evidence of leapfrog technology. For example, many families who
have mobile phones do not have landlines. Mobile phones are a better option for many for
lower-income families as the installation of a landline requires having a stable physical address
which, as described in chapter four, many families do not have. Also, it is possible for families to
comprar minutos, or buy minutes of cellular data, instead of subscribing to a one-year landline
contract. This just-in-time approach of purchasing minutes is a strategy employed by many lowincome families rely on Colombia’s informal economy. Future research might explore the use of
this just-in-time approach, vivir al día, as it relates to effective communication and engagement
between families and schools.
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Another possibility for future research would be to explore the use of WhatsApp
technology as a tool for engaging with families who have a limited ability to communicate
through reading and writing, as a result of limited access to formal schooling. WhatsApp allows
families, teachers, and school staff to use written or oral language to convey messages. This
feature increases the inclusivity of the medium and allows for greater engagement and
communication among families, and between families and the school. Future research might
address the impact of the tool through quantitative methodologies, or explore the experiences of
those who use WhatsApp through qualitative methodologies. Finally future research related to
the use of WhatsApp in school communities might also address privacy and other ethical
considerations. When using technology such as WhatsApp, information is collected by the
parent company. The use, and potential misuse, of this information could be another topic for
future research.
The fourth recommendation is to further explore the connection between the Montessori
pedagogy and Indigenous communities rooted in honoring ancestral wisdom. As described in
chapter four, there is a new Quichua community with forty children who began attending María
Perlaza in the 2021 school. The children’s teacher is being trained in the Montessori philosophy
and pedagogy, which is a constructivist approach that values peace education and growing a
child’s understanding of their place in the larger world. The existing research on the potential
benefits of Montessori pedagogy and Indigenous communities has been documented at the Keres
Learning Center (Moquino & Martínez, 2018) supporting the Cochiti Pueblo children for
language preservation and revitalization. However, outside the Keres Learning Center, additional
research on Montessori in Indigenous communities is limited. Additional qualitative research
could explore how different Indigenous communities utilize and integrate the Montessori
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pedagogy in order to preserve their cultures, languages and traditions. Additional quantitative
research could be used to explain the impact of Montessori on the preservation of Indigenous
cultures, languages and traditions.
The fifth recommendation for future research encourages scholars to listen to the
silences, to what is being said in private and public spaces during qualitative research. Pederson
and Poland (1998) warn scholars to thread carefully when attempting to assign meeting to the
silences in qualitative research. This warning encourages academia to reflect on what is being
said and left out while constructing meaning within the constraints of context and structure.
Pederson and Poland suggest that when listening for silences the researcher is critical in the
interpretation of the spoken and unspoken words. It is an imperative that us, the researchers,
reflect on the influence of our positionality in the silences. While it might not be measurable, it is
present in the same way that the presence of a video camera or microphone changes the
dynamics of an interview. During the course of this study, silences emerged in spoken ways –
and unspoken - ways. Some silences were explicit. For example, then invited to share their
cuentos, only six of the 15 families chose to share their stories, with one of those families sharing
only some pages of their cuentos. Another example of this type of silence was evident during the
interviews, despite the majority keeping their cameras off, two of the 21 participants in this study
chose to keep their cameras off during the Zoom interview process.
Several implicit and unspoken silences surfaced as well. For example, in the daily life of
the school, the WhatsApp chat includes approximately 30 families, but only a handful post or ask
questions. Related to the broader Colombian context, other subtle silences occurred. For
instance, the Colombian Peace process was prominent the Colombian and international press at
the time of this study, but was not mentioned by any of the interviews nor did it surface through
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the other data collection methods (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, 2021). Similarly, the
Paro Nacional 41 was happening during the data collection process, but it only surfaced during
one interview and only in passing; there was almost no mention of this major current event that
paralyzed the city during the data collection process for this study (El País, April 29, 2021).
According to Tuck and Yang (2014), in research, sometimes the “interviewee performs refusal
by speaking in pointedly chosen phrases to indicate a shared/common knowledge, but also an
unwillingness to say more, to demarcate the limits of what might be made public, or explicit” (p.
239). In the case of Colombia, this may explain these implicit silences around the ongoing
conflict.
The final recommendation for future research is a call for theoretical research bridging
economic metrics and education as framed by the Capabilities approach. Sen’s (2001) approach
is important for researchers interesting generating social change. Ramos (2017) and Saito (2003)
both urge researchers to exploration education through Sen’s capability framework. Sen’s
framework “focuses more on people and less on commodities” (Saito, 2003, p. 19). In the
Global South this framework can allow researchers to straddle the world of development, for
example the World Bank and United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, while honoring
local knowledges, needs, and realities. When considering decisions regarding educational
funding, programming, and policy in the Global South, it is imperative to include the language of
development. However, development metrics should not need to be divorced from projects of
education for social justice under the capabilities approach. The framework allows for
marginalization and inequalities to surface and to be addressed, using the language of
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development to facilitate greater social change in the educational field (Walker & Unterhalter,
2007).
Conclusion
The academic literature regarding internal displacement in Colombia signals that
displaced families are a problem to be solved. This study challenges that view and deficit-based
rhetoric, in order to preserve the dignity of the forcibly displaced and to center their voices and
their silences in academia. According to the findings of this and other studies, schools, such as
María Perlaza, can become a source of hope and a second home for displaced families (De los
Reyes & Gazemba, 2001). Relying on local knowledges, the María Perlaza model stands in
alignment with models such as Escuela Nueva (Bajaj & Vega, 2016) where the educational
approach is driven by the circumstances of the students. In theory, access to education in
Colombia is available to all but the barriers are multiple for internally displaced families. These
barriers include lack of internet during the online instruction, lack of transportation, limited
options for employment, and limited access to healthcare. Related difficulties arise due to
exposure to direct and indirect violence (Galtung, 1969).
Sen (2001) provided a theoretical framework for understanding these inequities
inequalities and the qualitative Cuentos Criollos data collection method narrative breathed life
into the quantitative data traditionally used to described displaced families. One the key tenets of
the Capabilities Approach is the interconnection between all the freedoms such as political
freedoms, economic facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees, and protective
security (Sen, 2001, p. 38). All of these interrelated freedoms are lacking for the María Perlaza
families. The Capability Approach humanizes economic metrics by framing development as
freedom and Sen argues that that development requires both the freedoms listed above and the
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removal of unfreedoms such as poverty, tyranny, and social deprivation (p. 3). This study
demonstrates the importance, for schools like María Perlaza, of understanding unfreedoms of
displaced families. This understanding is essential if schools that serve displaced children and
their families are to create a sense of belonging. As defined by Powell and Menendian (2016),
“belongingness entails an unwavering commitment to not simply tolerating and respecting
difference but to ensuring that all people are welcome and feel that they belong in the society”
(p. 32).
In Colombia it is easier to tolerate and respect difference, and much more difficult to
sustain the unwavering commitment that ensures that everyone – including internally displaced
families – feels welcome and as if they belong. This investigation explored the messy, nonlinear and sometimes confusing web of actors, circumstances and structural inequalities that limit
the freedoms of displaced families in Third World (Escobar, Encountering development, 1995).
It highlights the fact that internal displacement is a process, and not an isolated event (Arias and
Ruiz, 2002). Tú y Yo: Cuento Interactivo is an offering and an invitation to the families at María
Perlaza to create their own stories in order to capture their truth as it unfolds, and to celebrate
their resistance and their struggles as a source of freedom. It is my hope that this small offering
will help transcend reductionist, neoliberal economic models that drive development and
influence education, and contribute to the unwavering commitment to social transformation
evident at María Perlaza. To conclude, I am inspired by the reflection on refugees and sanctuary
of Romanian-born Holocaust survivor, Elie Wiesel (1985): “my place is measured by yours…In
other words, if I see a person or persons suffer, and the distance between us does not shrink, oh,
then my place is not good, not enviable” (p. 13). My hope is to shrink the distance between los
desplazados, as a category, and affirm their full humanity by creating more pockets of hope and
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by practicing the kind of radical hospitality practiced at María Perlaza ((De los Reyes &
Gazemba, 2001; Welch & Ghiso, 2016).
Epilogue
I envisioned this research to be a living, fluid document that provides another dimension
to listen and support the families whose lived experiences include internal displacement. I also
wanted to partner with an institution who was willing to listen. One of the reasons I decided to
collaborate with María Perlaza was because they made it clear since the beginning that they
wanted to learn from this investigation how to better support their students and families and that
my findings were going to be used to inform their practices. This goal became a reality as I was
preparing my dissertation defense when I was invited to present to María Perlaza’s leadership the
final report of my investigation.
Two weeks after defending, I entered the Zoom meeting where I could see the faces of
those who helped me, the president of the board, the school counselor, and the academic director.
I was also excited to see a childhood friend and high school classmate of mine who serves on
their board. We remained close throughout the years, and she was instrumental in connecting me
with the school when I started the proposal phase. I did not recognize the other faces. I
recognized the name of only one other person since she listed the institution where she worked. I
had heard about her. She is the dean of the school of education in one the universities in Cali. I
was relieved to see her there. My first thought was, “Good, hopefully this research will assist
those entering the educational field”.
I was nervous about this presentation in a different way. Presenting to my academic
committee was intimidating to me as an emergent scholar yet I had the careful guidance of my
chair and committee members. I had trained during my doctoral journey for the defense.
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Presenting to María Perlaza was different because this was their work, their institution, their
mission. The presentation was via Zoom as they still have virtual meetings due to the pandemic.
After the board president introduced me, I proceeded with my 12 minute PowerPoint 24 slide
presentation. This was show time. This was the moment to channel my engaged scholarship
lessons from all my professors at the University of San Francisco.
I started the presentation by telling them a Cuento, one of the stories shared with me by
one of the participants of my study. As I shared María’s cuento I could see some of them taking
notes. I proceeded to connect the figures of internal displacement in Colombia knowing that
many Colombians are not aware of our country having the largest number of IDPs in the world. I
was trying to pace myself to see their reactions in the Zoom tiles. I managed to see some raised
eyebrows in surprise. After diving deeper into the findings and connecting the school programs
with the families stories and sharing my recommendations I had used 17 minutes of the 30
minutes allotted. They reassured me that we could go longer if needed. And we did. We talked
for another 45 minutes. Afterwards I asked if they had any questions or comments. The questions
could be grouped into two main categories, are we doing things well and what do we do next.
Before we moved onto the questions, one of the board members jumped in to say that she
was surprised to see that we had such a high number of internally displaced in the school. She
wanted to know if the school tracked this specific figure. The school counselor answered that
only in the latest sociodemographic data collection they have started asking if the families were
from Cali or if they had arrived from different places. I was able to share that displacement is not
an isolated event but a process. I also repeated that while most of the participants of the study
could be classified as internally displaced according to the Colombian government, they do not
identify as victims. I was able to connect to several of the participants’ stories where the
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families’ structures changed with displacement. During this discussion I could observe the
acknowledgement of those who work in the trenches, the school counselor, the academic
director, and the president as they know these stories well. For those who are not in the trenches
talking with the families on a daily basis, this was a new piece of information. Another person
wanted to know if the educational model of María Perlaza was serving the diverse groups well.
They were asking board governance questions regarding effectiveness in a direct way. I
emphasized that the strength of the internal relationships between the school and the families was
evidence that the school was meeting the families where they were and addressing their needs. I
returned to the comment “es más que una escuela” to paraphrase the voices of the participants as
they talked about María Perlaza as a second home. One of the conversations was around the term
“desplazados” which is used in a derogatory way in Colombia creating stigmatization. I offered
“recién llegados” as in newcomers (Bajaj & Suresh, 2016) which reflects that displacement is not
a permanent fixed situation. This seemed to be a novel concept for some of the attendees. In my
optimistic view, I want to believe that I drove the importance of being aware of the language we
use. The dean of the school of education fully embraced my comment repeating it and correcting
someone else who used “desplazados”.
One the attendees asked if they could add this investigation to other university projects
conducted in the past to consolidate the research done at the site. Another participant alluded to
the importance of doing this when soliciting funds or grants. This comment led to outlining the
next steps to share the findings of this research. We agreed on two formats to share this
knowledge. One format would be a written summary of this investigation as a document for the
school to use as needed when seeking funding or partnerships with other institutions. The second
format would be a PowerPoint presentation for three audiences. One for the school families, one
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for the teachers and staff and one for the larger community in Cali. In addition, the school will
continue using the Cuentos Interactivos as an optional instrument for the families with the
support of the counseling department. The plan is to complete the presentations and written
document by July 2022.
After the presentation I had a combination of feelings that oscillated between excitement
and hope. Excitement for being able to complete the arc of the academic research and share it
with the school. And hope in the possibility to generate some traction when I have the
opportunity to share these findings with the larger school community including families, school
staff and partner organizations. Hope in the possibility of contributing at some level, no matter
how small to social transformation. And hope that the stories shared with me, the cuentos, will
be the vessel to center the voices of the newcomer families who arrive to Cali.
I finish this writing expressing my gratitude to the families who shared their cuentos.
This research was possible thanks to the María Perlaza families. These cuentos open the doors to
stories that remain to be told and to the silences of those from whom we will never hear. Thank
you for opening the door of hope for Colombia and its cuentos!
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Appendix A: Case Study Protocol
Case Study Protocol
Cuentos Criollos Case Protocol Single-Case Study Protocol (adapted from Yin (2018, p.95)
Section A: Overview of case
Research aim: To examine how Colombian internally displaced families perceive family/ school relationships in an
urban setting and to explore how their migration journey to Cali has shaped their lived experiences.
Case study questions:
1. What experiences do internally displaced families have in an urban PK-5th grade school?
2. What expectations do internally displaced families hold of school administrators when enrolling their children in
this school?
3. How do the internally displaced families share their migration stories (cuento criollos)?
a) With their children (private spaces)
b) With the school community (public spaces)
4. What do Cuentos criollos offer as a new model for parental engagement?
Theoretical framework: Sen’s capability approach – Equality of what? Freedoms of what?
Section B: Data Collection Procedures
Names of contact persons: Esperanza, Leybert, Claudia
Data Collection Plan:
Date
Activity
Week of July 5-9, 2021
5 Interviews: Principal, psychologist, teacher (2), board president
Week of July 12-16, 2021
5 Interviews: Families 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
Week of July 19-23, 2021
5 Interviews: Families: 6, 7, 8, 9, 10
Week of July 23-30, 2021
5 Interviews: Families 11, 12,13, 14, 15
Week of August 2-6, 2021
Document /archival analysis, make up interviews & transcription
Week of August 9-13, 2021
Document /archival analysis, make up interviews & transcription
Week of August 16-20, 2021
Document /archival analysis, make up interviews & transcription
TBD
2 Observations – virtual school activities with families TBD
TBD
Validation Panel (1)
Expected Preparation:
• USF IRB approval – consent letters prior to each interview / observation
• Computer, files of data base ready, field notes
Section C: Protocol Questions
• What do we know?
• What’s not being said?
• What’s the meaning of the silences?
• Is there a common theme among the interviews? Gender, generation, region, ethnicity, power dynamics,
rural versus urban?
• Is there a common theme among the observations?
Section D: Tentative outline for case study report
Audience(s): EMP, USF, Colombian government and NGOS
Dissertation guidelines and strict adherence to USF IRB ethic guidelines
How are the findings going to be presented in Colombia? How will they be used?
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Appendix B: Interview Guide
Date:
Participant:

Time:

Location:

Pseudonym:

Position(caregiver/staff/faculty):

Opening:
Hola, me llamo Liliana Salazar soy de Cali y ahora soy estudiante de la Universidad de San
Francisco en Estados Unidos. Gracias por participar en este estudio. Estoy investigando como es
la relación entre la escuela y la familia y específicamente a las familias de la Escuela María
Perlaza. Esta entrevista toma aproximadamente una hora y durante ese tiempo hablaremos de su
familia y sus experiencias en la Escuela María Perlaza. Voy a tomar notas y voy a grabar nuestra
conversación. Si prefiere podemos apagar la cámara y solo grabar la voz. La información va a ser
confidencial así que puede escoger que nombre quiere utilizar durante la entrevista. ¿Tiene
alguna pregunta antes de que empecemos?
Hi, my name is Liliana Salazar. I am from Cali and now I am a student at the University of San
Francisco in the United States. Thank you for participating in this study. I am researching the
relationship between families and schools and focusing on the families at Escuela María Perlaza.
This interview takes approximately one hour and during that time we will be talking about your
family and your experience in María Perlaza. I will be taking notes and recording our
conversation. If you prefer, we can turn the camera off and only record your voice. The
information from this interview is confidential so you can choose the name you want to use for
the interview. Do you have any questions for me before we start?
Research Question 1: What are the strategies used by an urban public PK-5th grade school to
connect and reach out to the vulnerable families of the school?
Interview Questions for EMP families
Goal – understand overall experience of migration upon arrival to Cali and enrolling their
children in EMP
1. ¿Cómo se llama? No voy a usarlo, solo es para mis archivos / What’s your name? I am
not going to use it, it’s only for my records solo es para mis archivos
2. ¿Cuántos niños tiene en EMP? / How many children do you have in EMP?
3. ¿En qué años están? / What grades are they in?
4. ¿Tiene más niños? / Do you have more children?
5. ¿En que años están? / What grades are they in?
6. ¿Cuénteme como es un día típico en EMP para usted y su familia? / what does a typical
day look like for you and your family in EMP…
7. Cuénteme de usted… /Tell me about you…
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Research Question 2: What experiences do internally displaced families have in an urban PK5th grade school?
Interview Questions for EMP families
Goal –explore the expectations, dreams, aspiration of the families for their children at the school
1. Cuénteme cuales son las actividades que mas le gusta a sus hijos en EMP…/ what are the
activities that your child (children) like the most at EMP
2. ¿Y a usted? / And you?
3. ¿Después de EMP, a dónde va a ir su hijo(a)? / After EMP where would your child go
after EMP
4. ¿Cuénteme como le ha parecido María Perlaza / How has it been for you?
5. ¿Cómo escogió esta escuela para su hijo/a? – / How did you choose the school?
6. ¿Cuénteme que hace EMP para conectarse con las familias? / Tell me how does the
school engages with the families?
7. Cuénteme que le gusta de lo que hace EMP para conectarse con las familias / What they
like about that engagement?
8. ¿Qué más podrían hacer? / What more they could do…
Goal – to explore the perceptions of school administration and teachers with regards to
newcomers
Interview Questions for EMP staff & faculty
1. ¿Cúal es sun nombre? / what’s your name?
2. Cuénteme de su trabajo en EMP / tell me about your work at EMP
3. ¿Cuánto tiempo lleva en EMP? / how long have you worked at EMP?
4. ¿Cómo escogió trabajar en EMP? / how did you choose to work at EMP?
5. Cuénteme como es un día típico en EMP para usted? / what does a typical day look like
for you in EMP…

Research Question 3: How do the internally displaced families share their migration stories
(Cuento Criollos)?
After building trust, the researcher will provide the option to look at Tu y yo Cuento Interactivo
(Appendix D &E) and through those prompts start the conversation aiming to answer the
following questions. In addition, the researcher will present to the participant the option to share
their Cuento Criollo. This is a voluntary participation, if participant agrees the Cuento will be
collected to add to the investigation instruments.

Interview Questions for EMP families

170

Goal – understand premigration & migration stories
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

¿Es de Cali? / Are you from Cali?
Cuénteme cuando llegó a Cali / Tell me when you arrive to Cali…
¿Al Barrio Nacional? / To barrio Nacional?
¿Quién venía con usted? / Who came with you?
¿Dónde vivía antes? / Where did you live before?
¿Quiénes vivían con ustedes? / Who else lived with you?
¿Quiénes llegaron a Cali con ustedes? / Who arrived to Cali with you?
¿Quiénes se quedaron? / Who stayed behind?
¿Se quiere regresar? / Do you want to return?

Research Question 4: How can these Cuentos Criollos(stories) inform our understanding of
school-community relationships?
Goal – For families, school administration and faculty – same three questions:
1. ¿Qué le es lo que mas le gusta de trabajar en EMP? / what do you like most about EMP?
2. ¿Si tuviera una varita magica, que le gustaria cambiar? If you had a magic wand, what
would you change?
3. Ya esta es mi ultima pregunta, algo mas que me quiera contar? / This is my last question,
is there something else you want to tell me?
Gracias por ayudarme con mi proyecto y mucha suerte. / Thank you for your help and best of
luck!

171

Appendix D – Template Families Instructions
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Appendix E – Template Families Blank
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